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Introduction 
The Mother at Home! The amount on't is, she's never at 
home! 
-Worcester resident Joseph Boyden, 
on the 1835 bestseller, The Mother at Home 
In 1835,] oseph Boyden, a Worcester, Massachusetts, jeweler and some-
thing of a local wag, remarked upon a common antebellum contradic-
tion. On the one hand, American culture assumed that women-primarily 
middle-class, northern, urban white women, although this was usually 
left unstated-were wives and mothers and that they were at home. On 
the other hand, the reality was that although most antebellum women 
were indeed wives and mothers, they often were someplace else. Women 
and Reform in a New England Community, 1815-1860, explores that 
someplace else and argues that a close examination of the many orga-
nized activities of women in antebellum Worcester clarifies the ways in 
which women held prominent leadership roles in their community. From 
the churches to the sewing circles, from the nursery to the orphanage, 
and from feminism to female employment, women in this antebellum 
city were notably absent from home and hearth. 
Over the past thirty years, historians of women and gender have 
developed a significant body of literature examining women's roles in 
American society, and the impact upon scholarly narratives has been 
impressive. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many 
historians now agree, a new ideal of femininity emerged that assigned to 
women the chief responsibility for shepherding social morality and pur-
veying civilization unto the next generation in order to ensure the virtue 
of the new American republic. Domesticity thus became the "sphere" of 
the true antebellum woman, and while most historians are careful to 
emphasize that this was an ideal, not necessarily a reality, it was none-
theless a dominant cultural symbol. The emergence of the market 
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economy in the early nineteenth century further relegated women to the 
domestic sphere by marginalizing their contributions to the family 
economy. A gendered separation of "public" and "private" meant that 
real women remained at home, their lives increasingly narrowed by a 
pervasive ideology of feminine passivity and weakness. Indeed, so thor-
oughgoing was this cult of domesticity, some historians suggest, that 
partly as compensation for their social and political invisibility, and partly 
because it was expected of them as the "religious avatars of embattled 
altruism" (to use Charles Sellers' phrase), middle-class women devoted 
themselves to their families, denying their own hopes and ambitions so 
that others might prosper. 1 
Historians from a variety of perspectives have embraced the rheto-
ric of domesticity and rigid gender spheres, and thus routinely charac-
terize the antebellum middle-class family as "secluded," its female 
inhabitants isolated from the "real" world. However, such characteriza-
tions have significant negative implications for the study of history be-
cause they assume that women stood on the sidelines of what truly 
mattered in nineteenth-century America: politics, economics, and the 
power the two conveyed. The paradigm of separate spheres therefore 
permits scholars to continue to disregard women in their analyses of 
the vigorous antebellum political system. If the women were kept at 
home with the children, after all, what significant role could they have 
played?2 
Some of the earliest work in women's history addressed just this 
question by arguing for the rise of"domestic feminism." Not only did 
antebellum women find comfort in a shared "woman's culture" and the 
bonds of sisterhood, this argument held, but a consciousness of gender 
difference inspired them to participate in social reform, leading ulti-
mately to the women's movement. Subsequent historians, however, find-
ing little evidence for such a trailblazing role, moved the field in a new 
direction by arguing for the importance of class in stimulating antebel-
lum women's social activism. Mary P. Ryan's influential study of Oneida 
County, New York, argued that not only were women instrumental in 
the formation of the middle class but that they both accepted gender 
spheres and used their organizations to defend their class interests. Nancy 
Hewitt concurred in her study of Rochester, New York, describing the 
distinctive styles of activism that divided women's organizations and ar-
guing that rather than working together out of a shared gender con-
sciousness, women worked alongside the men of their class in opposition 
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to the women and men of other classes. By the end of the 1850s, Hewitt 
concluded, women's groups had lost their independence and were sub-
ordinated to men's organizations, a finding echoed in Suzanne Lebsack's 
study of Petersburg, Virginia.3 
There the discussion of women's local activism stood until recent 
scholarship refocused the field once more. Current work seeks to revise 
the paradigm of separate spheres by integrating women back into the 
public, for example, by exploring women's participation in the political 
system. Still others reject the public-private dichotomy entirely and fo-
cus upon the role of gender and class in motivating nineteenth-century 
women to participate in national movements, such as the abolition, tem-
perance, and suffrage campaigns.4 The interest in re-examining women's 
alleged exclusion from the "public" sphere is proving quite fruitful and 
will likely prompt a general reassessment of the relationship of women 
and institutional politics in the nineteenth century. 
The developing literature on antebellum American women's his-
tory has, however, created a discordance between characterizations of 
what women were doing at the local level and what they were doing 
more broadly. How do we explain the solid evidence of women's grassroots 
participation in political campaigns, and their high proflle in several 
national reform movements, at the very rime local women were "meekly" 
ceding control of their own organizations? In addition, analyses of 
women's role in their communities raise important ideological questions. 
If antebellum women's social activism was chiefly class-oriented and ul-
timately male-dominated, then wherein lies its significance for the his-
tory of women? More to the point, did antebellum women, as women, 
gain nothing from their own organizing efforts? Is the notion of a re-
forming "sisterhood" historically invalid? More fundamentally, is it logical 
·to expect that well-educated, experienced, and clear-eyed individuals 
consistently worked so hard to improve the fortunes of others-but not 
their own? Or is it possible to reconcile the indisputable gendered limits 
of antebellum women's lives with their class interests and with women's 
leadership in their local communities? 
The answer to the last question is yes, and that is what this study 
attempts. Women and Reform in a New England Community, 1815-1860, 
analyzes the organized social activism of (mostly middle-class, urban, 
white) women in antebellum Worcester, Massachusetts, and finds that 
women were at the center of community life and leadership. While no 
community may accurately be said to reflect all others, an argument for 
4 Introduction 
Worcester's suitability as a test case for antebellum women's social activ-
ism can be made. A shire town and the self-described "heart of the com-
monwealth," neither frontier nor densely urban, Worcester encountered 
the stresses common to so many communities in the northeast as it de-
veloped and diversified, economically, demographically, and religiously. 
Situated at the crossroads of several stage and railroad lines connecting 
metropolitan Boston to the West, antebellum Worcester was the site of 
numerous social and political conventions, including the first and sec-
ond national women's rights conventions, and its citizens, male and fe-
male, participated actively in the era's various political, social, and religious 
reform movements. Being a smallish but growing urban center gave the 
antebellum city its special character: large and diverse enough to accept 
change but small and cohesive enough to remember community. 
Just as important for the historian, Worcester is especially well suited 
for studying women due to the unusually rich local history collections 
available at the American Antiquarian Society. Founded in Worcester 
just after the War of1812, the American Antiquarian Society's unparal-
leled archival and manuscript records make it possible to overcome the 
chronic scholarly problem of past women's invisibility, and to permit the 
kind of fine-grained analysis necessary to root women's history in the 
interpersonal dynamics of community life. The study that follows is based 
upon a close reading of the extensive local records of antebellum Worces-
ter. It draws heavily upon institutional sources, such as the records of the 
town, churches, voluntary societies, businesses, tax and census data, and 
vital statistics; published sources (for Worcester was a publishing cen-
ter), such as government documents, newspapers, pamphlets, books, 
broadsides, biographies, autobiographies, and reminiscences; as well as 
unpublished sources, such ·as diaries, letters, and family papers. I do not 
pretend that the list is exhaustive, though assimilating it certainly was 
exhausting. 
This study proceeds from the assumption that human beings, re-
gardless of their particular circumstances, seek to maximize their au-
tonomy and self-control. It is not my goal here to document the many 
ways in which overcoming new and traditional gender barriers remained 
difficult, at times even impossible. Such an exercise would be, at this 
state of the literature, pointless. Rather, this book examines what women 
were able to do and why and seeks to reinterpret American women's his-
tory by demonstrating how the complexities of antebellum life affected 
both the limits and the possibilities of individual and group efforts to 
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change themselves and their society. To this end, this study examines 
women's organizations from several angles and finds that a combination 
of gendered and class instability united the middle-class women of 
Worcester in defense of their interests as women and in defense of their 
roles as active members of the community.5 
One note of caution. Although it is the prerogative of the aca-
demic historian to impose order on an unruly past, to do so runs certain 
risks. First and foremost, we risk holding to contemporary standards of 
belief and behavior people who lived very different lives. As will hope-
fully become apparent, the concerns of the antebellum world, in par-
ticular the suddenness and propinquity of death and economic failure, 
are not ours; indeed, much of the daily reality of their lives is simply 
unimaginable in America today. As a consequence, this is not a study of 
the inevitable march of progress from darkness into the light; it is, rather, 
a story of individuals making their own order out of chaos. Similarly, 
although change over time is apparent in most of the women's organiza-
tions studied here, theirs is not a tale of the linear unfolding of ideas and 
events from small to large, from provincial to universal, from local to 
national, from confinement to freedom. The internal lives of women's 
voluntary societies ebbed and flowed in response to particular situations, 
first heading in one direction, then sailing in another, much as indi-
vidual lives do. While the groups usually ended up at a different place 
from where they started, they did not necessarily intend to go there, and 
to impose a chart on their wanderings is to miss the significance of the 
process. Finally, although I do emphasize the importance of gender in 
shaping antebellum women's lives, I do so as a corrective, not as an ex-
planation of how gender trumps class. Both were important because, as 
others have argued, gender differed by class and because, as I hope to 
illuminate, class differed by gender. 
That being said, on with the show. We begin with the breakdown 
of the town's central communal institution, the First (Congregational) 
Church, and examine the feminization of religion in a moment of com-
munity crisis. We also explore the interplay of women and the institu-
tional church during the era of disestablishment by analyzing financial, 
membership, and disciplinary records. Denominational challenges to the 
Standing Order during the Second Great Awakening, combined with 
Worcester's chaotic growth, led to the breakdown of traditional sources 
of male authority even while women emerged as the moral arbiters of 
acceptable social and religious behavior. 
6 Introduction 
In chapter 2, we address the most ubiquitous form of women's or-
ganization, the constitutional, permanent, for-profit sewing circle, which 
was for antebellum women what the political party was for antebellum 
men: a forum for good fellowship, mutual improvement, and social ac-
tivism. We look at six of the sewing circles of antebellum Worcester and 
examine one in depth, following the development of its members' politi-
cal interests from a concern for supporting missionaries with in-kind 
donations to supporting local and national reforms by making and sell-
ing goods for a profit. We trace the sewing circles' evolution from paro-
chial rivalries to mixed-sex community organizations involved in pressing 
social issues, from sewing clothing for fugitive slaves to taking up the 
massive soldier relief efforts needed during the Civil War. 
Next we explore women's organized activities on behalf of the 
community's welfare and study how gender affected the ways reformers 
conceptualized and addressed social ills. Chapter 3 examines the grow-
ing problem of poverty and how women in Worcester came together in 
a citywide effort to assist the community's poor. The history of the 
Children's Friend Society (CFS), founded in late 1848, describes how 
well-meaning women initially sought to rescue the children of the in-
temperate, the poor, and the immigrant. But the CFS, which at first 
appeared to emphasize the class interests of its relatively privileged 
founders, soon found that gender and class instability, rather than privi-
lege, were the women's daily realities. Life in general was growing more 
precarious in the antebellum period, affecting CFS members' families as 
well as those of the less privileged members of their community. But 
genuine empathy for the problems of other mothers, and not bourgeois 
condescension or a desire for social control, brought women together in 
the CFS. 
Chapter 4 examines more broadly the role of the Children's Friend 
Society within the Worcester community and argues that an ideology of 
maternalism, which focused upon the uniqueness of the child and the 
importance of the mother, was the bedrock of the social welfare policies 
of the antebellum city. Although it was a private women's society, the 
CFS served as Worcester's quasi-official child welfare department. At 
the same time, the CFS's legal power was curtailed both by its ideology 
of maternalism and by the parents ofWorcester, especially the mothers, 
who utilized the society's services to suit their own purposes. 
In 1850, the first national women's rights convention took place in 
Worcester, and it returned the following year. Chapter Five examines 
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the connections between the national conventions and their host com-
munity, as well as the ties between the national movement and local 
women's organizations. Analysis of the membership of the 1850 con-
vention reveals that many who formally subscribed to the antebellum 
feminist movement were also active in the women's organizations of 
Worcester. Not only did the women of Worcester not lose control of 
their organizations during the 1850s, but they solidified and expanded 
their leadership in the city. The book concludes by arguing that an emerg-
ing feminist sensibility both undergirded existing local women's organi-
zations and inspired new ones. 
Thus, throughout the antebellum era the organized women of 
Worcester played prominent roles in their community's affairs. In the 
1810s and 1820s, women focused on the religious institutions that were 
the traditional centers of small-town New England life. In the 1830s 
and 1840s, years of dramatic economic and demographic development, 
the sewing circles emerged as centers of community life when women 
joined together to redefine their place in a rapidly growing and secular-
izing city. By the late 1840s and the 1850s, women's voluntary societies 
had assumed an official role within the city and were working to further 
the goals of the antebellum feminist movement by expanding women's 
political, educational, and employment opportunities in their city. Jo-
seph Boyden's wry comment in 1835 that the mothers ofWorcester al-
ways seemed to be out and about thus pointed to a local tradition of 
community involvement that united the disparate women's groups of 
antebellum Worcester and that implicitly rejected gendered distinctions 
of public and private spheres of life and labor. 
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1 
Keeping the Faith 
Women's Leadership in 
an Orthodox Congregational Church 
I believe that those who are once regenerated and united to 
Christ by a true faith will never finally fall away, but will be 
preserved, by divine power, and in fulfillment of God's 
eternal purpose of grace, unto final salvation. 
-Articles of Faith and Covenant, 
adopted by the Calvinist Church in Worcester, 1834 
It was half past nine on a quiet Monday night in Apri11818. Elizabeth 
Tuckerman Salisbury, known throughout Worcester as "Madame 
Salisbury" in deference to her family's wealth and social position, was 
passing a serene evening at home with her niece and adopted daughter, 
Eliza Weir. Her husband Stephen, a merchant and the town's wealthiest 
citizen, was away on business. The Salisbury mansion's drawing room 
was pleasant, graced by Elizabeth's harp and a piano bought expressly 
for Eliza.1 
Suddenly the peace was shattered as something crashed violently 
against the front window. Salisbury immediately "call'd in the people" 
(the servants) for protection. Venturing outside, they spotted no one 
lurking about, but did find two good-sized stones, one weighing over 
half a pound. Peering out into the now still night, Elizabeth Salisbury 
noted that "it was very dark, & no one appeared to be in the street. 
[Y]ou may suppose I did not recover my tranquil[l]ityvery soon."2 
The next morning Salisbury summoned her nephew by marriage, 
Daniel Waldo, a merchant and investor, and the town's second-wealthi-
est citizen. Waldo hurried to her side with disturbing news of his own: 
"he had his trees broken that night, & the one preceeding [sic], he sup-
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posed by the same person or persons" who had thrown the rocks. Mus-
ing over the broken trees and shattered glass, Waldo suspected a politi-
cal motive behind the attacks, which had occurred on the evening of an 
election to decide whether he retained his seat in the state senate. Waldo 
explained that "there had been great exertions made by some disaffected 
person," costing him not just a few trees but one hundred votes as well. If 
indeed the vandalism had been linked to the election, it would cease 
now that the votes had been cast. Heartened by Waldo's conjecture, 
Salisbury wrote confidently to her husband that there was no cause for 
alarm, since "there is not the least probability of [the attack] being re-
peated." A reward of one hundred dollars for information about the "evil-
minded" vandals yielded no suspects, and the night visitors were never 
identified.3 
Yet if the destruction of Waldo's property was indeed an act of his 
political opposition, then why the attack on the Salisbury home? None 
of the Salisburys was active in politics, nor could the women vote. But 
the senate election was not the only source of intense conflict in Worces-
ter. In the spring of 1818, Daniel Waldo's unmarried sisters, Rebecca 
Waldo and Sarah Waldo, and their aunt, Elizabeth Salisbury, were em-
broiled in a feud that threatened to tear apart the community's oldest 
institution, the First (Congregational) Church. From 1815 through 
1820, the three women defied gender conventions by challenging the 
authority of their church and their minister. Rather than "trifle with 
holy time," as Elizabeth Salisbury expressed it, the women withdrew 
from the First Church to found the orthodox Congregational Calvinist 
Church, sparking an acrimonious debate over the nature of religious 
authority.4 
As Anne Hutchinson had two centuries before, these women laid 
claim to religious autonomy and self-determination, and exercised the 
· power implicit in their spiritual equality to command and to criticize 
the male church leadership. Unlike Anne Hutchinson, however, they 
were able to do so while remaining within the fellowship of Congrega-
tional churches. The Worcester dissidents were assisted in their revolt 
by their unusual wealth which, in the era of disestablishment, gave them 
considerable power. By 1820, the dissidents and their male allies had 
founded the orthodox Congregational Calvinist Church, whose tax struc-
ture and disciplinary practices reveal the significant leadership role reli-
gious women played in the antebellum church. 
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CHALLENGING THE BRETHREN 
In 1815, after twenty-five years in the pulpit, the minister ofWorcester's 
First Church, the Reverend Samuel Austin, announced his intention to 
assume the presidency of the University of Vermont. As was true for 
many congregations at this time, the harmony of the First Church dissi-
pated in the course of settling upon a successor.5 At the eye of the mael-
strom were Rebecca and Sarah Waldo, and Elizabeth Salisbury. The 
Waldos and Salisbury were unusual women in that each controlled a 
sizable fortune in her own right. The unmarried Waldos had inherited 
large sums of money from their father, a merchant, and by 1827 each 
was worth more than $35,000. Rebecca Waldo, moreover, was an active 
capitalist who put her inheritance to work: like her brother Daniel, 
Rebecca was an important local moneylender who invested in farm 
mortgages. Elizabeth Salisbury was even wealthier; in 1846, her estate 
was appraised at more than $125,000. Their fortunes not only landed 
· Rebecca Waldo, Sarah Waldo, and Elizabeth Salisbury at the very top of 
local tax lists, far ahead of almost all of the men in Worcester, but also 
among the nation's elite.6 Barred by their sex from holding formal posi-
tions of leadership and power, these economically independent women 
asserted themselves in the church. They thus did not hesitate to speak 
out when the Reverend Austin's replacement, Charles A. Goodrich, 
proved disappointing. 
Through no fault of his own, Goodrich's ministry in the First 
Church began under a cloud. Samuel Austin was a preacher of firm and 
outspoken beliefs, a New Divinity Calvinist who once declined a post 
because the congregation refused to repudiate the Halfway Covenant. 
He had prepared for the ministry under the theologian Jonathan Edwards, 
Jr., whose father's works he later collected and published, and was mar-
ried to Jerusha Hopkins, daughter of renowned conservative theologian 
Samuel Hopkins. In his commanding appearance and "fearless spirit 
and firmness," Austin reminded his parishioners, for good or for ill, of 
the Puritan martyrs of old. A minister oflocal and national prominence, 
much in demand as a speaker, Austin had set a precedent of forceful and 
austere spirituality that might have proved difficult for anyone to equal.7 
The task facing his successor was all the more trying because Aus-
tin did not officially vacate the First Church's pulpit. The growing het-
erodoxy of Protestantism had prompted calls from dissenting sects for 
the disestablishment of Congregationalism and raised the question of 
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who owned the ministerial lands that had long since been set aside to 
support the town's church. In 1815, the First Church was in the midst of 
protracted litigation with the Second (Unitarian) Church over the dis-
position ofWorcester's ministerial lands. As joint plaintiffs in the law-
suit, Austin and the First Church considered it improvident to sever 
their official connection until the case was resolved. Thus, although settled 
in Vermont, Austin remained the official pastor of the First Church, a 
technicality that would spawn numerous complications. When the Rev-
erend Charles A. Goodrich rode into town in the autumn of 1816, it 
was as junior pastor to an absent and, to some, a gready missed patri-
arch.8 
Signs that Goodrich's tenure would be contentious first arose dur-
ing the year-long search to fill the pulpit. According to the church's 
version of events, the Waldos proved "unusually solicitous" about Austin's 
replacement, forcing the congregation to pay "a scrupulous regard to the 
views, feelings and advice of this family."9 The Waldos could command 
such deference because of their critical financial support. Although Con-
gregationalism was not formally disestablished until1833, Massachu-
setts passed the Religious Freedom Act in 1811 requiring towns to 
apportion the church tax among its denominations according to the size 
of each church's membership. Some towns, such as Worcester, ceased 
collecting the tax altogether, compelling churches to raise money on their 
own by levying a tax on the property of communicants who were heads 
ofhouseholds.10 The Waldos were by far the wealthiest taxpayers in the 
First Church and their financial contributions were considerable: in 1816, 
the year the schism began, the Waldo family alone supplied slighdy more 
than one-quarter of the First Church's tax revenues. (As a married woman 
whose husband did not belong to the First Church, Elizabeth Salisbury 
was not subject to its tax.) Money bought the Waldos influence, prompt-
ing bitter complaints about those whose "claims to consideration over 
most others are founded entirely on property. "11 
The new minister thus had good reason to court the endorsement 
of the Waldos. Goodrich boasted that he had been selected with their 
blessing because they had had "a presentiment ... that he would come 
up to their prescribed standard of excellence." In fact, Goodrich insisted, 
the family was so pleased that it offered "to furnish the pulpit with a 
curtain and cushion." It was thus all the more shocking when Daniel 
Waldo, on behalf of his sisters and Salisbury-who, as women, were not 
en tided to vote-cast his ballot against hiring Goodrich. But the church 
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decided "it was now time to act with decision and independence" and 
soundly outvoted Waldo, sixty-four to two. The Waldos and Salisbury 
found themselves increasingly isolated within the church that, under 
Austin, had shown deference to and respect for their social and eco-
nomic standing.12 
The election of Goodrich over the objections of the Waldos and 
Salisbury sparked a four-year battle for control of the First Church. The 
dissidents' aversion to Goodrich formally focused upon their suspicion 
that he was insufficiendy orthodox, a potentially serious allegation. Yet 
they could name no specific breach of Congregational doctrine. When 
pressed, they offered only vague examples. At tea one day; the Waldos 
declared, Goodrich had disparaged John Calvin and derided "those who 
wanted the cords of orthodoxy as large as cart-ropes. "13 The Waldos vehe-
mendy denied ever having championed Goodrich; his "frequent visits at 
our house," they charged, were merely the result of his clumsy attempts 
to curry their favor. Daniel Waldo insisted that the family had treated 
Goodrich with the civility due a gendeman and no more; perhaps, he 
insinuated, Goodrich was unaccustomed to simple respect. The Waldos 
denied unduly influencing the search committee and haughtily rejected 
the implication ofbribery.14 The dissidents then accused the new minis-
ter of taking lighdy his duties as spiritual shepherd. Goodrich frequendy 
absented himself from the pulpit, they alleged, recycled his sermons, 
ignored the sick, neglected to baptize children, and seldom attended 
religious conferences. Such a minister, the Waldos and Salisbury con-
cluded, was "unworthy [of] our esteem and confidence. "15 
Amorphous though these charges were, they were potentially dev-
astating. In New England's orthodox Congregational churches, a sinner's 
redemption depended upon the intensely personal process of spiritual 
development and conversion. Only God could save a soul but the min-
ister played a pivotal role. It was his responsibility to promote an aware-
ness of sin in the unconverted, to guide the penitent through conversion, 
and to keep the converted on the path of righteousness through example 
arid constant exhortation. A minister who did not inspire his congrega-
tion was the wrong minister for it, regardless of his doctrinal fitness. 
Thus the accusation that Goodrich's ministry was ineffectual was, quite 
literally, a damning one.16 
Most important in stimulating and driving the dissent, however, 
was gender. By tradition, Congregational women had no formal role in 
the governance of the church; the selection of ministers, disciplinary 
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proceedings, and questions of doctrine were the unique province of the 
brethren. The Waldos and Salisbury did not explicidy object to their 
secondary status but their acceptance of gender subordination proved 
contingent upon the minister meeting their definition of ministerial mas-
culinity. The women and the brethren of the First Church agreed that a 
minister rightfully exercised "paternal watchfulness" over his flock and 
acted "as a father and a friend." In return, he could command their def-
erence. But the middle-aged Waldos and Salisbury found it difficult to 
accept Goodrich, only twenty-six years old, in this role. Although the 
Waldos and Salisbury never objected specifically to Goodrich's age, they 
referred repeatedly to his undeveloped character, a likely synonym for 
youth. In comparison, the dissenters were close friends with the slighdy 
older Austins.17 The Waldos and Salisbury also found Goodrich's style 
of discourse unimpressive. Accustomed to Austin's trenchant preaching, 
which was notorious for being "of that sort which permits no hearer to 
be indifferent," the Waldos and Salisbury described Goodrich's prayers 
as "cold and heardess" and scorned his sermons as "pretty," never"sound, 
weighty, and impressive." The dissenters criticized what they viewed as 
Goodrich's "lightness of mind" and "foolish and extravagant conversa-
tion," which to them was a mode of expression more suitable to the 
parlor than the pulpit. Goodrich was "a lover of pleasure more than a 
lover of God," Daniel Waldo wrote implacably, and was once spied dal-
lying "in a mixed company" when he was supposed to be leading prayer 
services.18 
For their part, the Waldo sisters enjoyed a reputation for piety and 
stem sobriety that even family friends found intimidating. When the 
formidable "Misses Waldo" went calling, neighbor women not feeling 
up to the task of hosting were known to hide behind their curtains, and 
"were not visible or did not choose to be." Similarly, Rebekah Dean 
Salisbury, Elizabeth Salisbury's daughter-in-law, once described to her 
sister a friendly discussion of the doctrine of total depravity. Salisbury 
confessed her admiration for John Locke, prompting her to wonder, 
"What would the Miss Waldos say to me?"19 
At the heart of the ensuing schism was the role these women could 
legitimately play in their church. Their wealth, their reputations for pi-
ety, and their unmarried status placed the women in an anomalous posi-
tion: full church members and wealthy taxpayers who nonetheless were 
excluded from church decision making. As far as the brethren of the 
First Church were concerned, the problem was nakedly one of the power 
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of wealth. From their perspective, "the peace and harmony of the Soci-
ety ... were nothing: the almost unexampled unanimity of the Church 
and Parish, after such a succession of Candidates, was nothing: the esti-
mation in which Mr. Goodrich was held by neighbouring Pastors and 
Churches was nothing-so long as they were not gratified." Throughout 
the dispute, the brethren staunchly maintained that the Waldos' objec-
tions "would have sunk into its merited insignificance, had it not been 
for the money which upheld it."20 
In a sense, they were correct: the dissenters' money was a critical 
element, for had they not been wealthy the dispute would likely have 
ended in disciplinary proceedings against the women as "disorderlywalk-
ers" for trampling on the covenant. The covenant was the theological 
and constitutional foundation of the decentralized Congregational 
churches. By owning the covenant, church members signified their ac-
ceptance of the authority of the congregation to pass judgment on their 
spiritual and temporal lives. In theory, the church was a gathering of 
spiritually equal souls. In reality, religious authority was reserved for the 
brethren alone. By withdrawing from worship and refusing to accept 
that the "decisions of Providence" had been manifested by the election 
of the Reverend Goodrich, the women repudiated the presumption of 
male authority and, in essence, denied that the brethren spoke for God. 
In this contest over who rightfully exercised authority within the church, 
the women's wealth gave them a measure of power.21 
Unwilling or unable to take seriously the women's protest at their 
exclusion from church decision making, the brethren insisted that the 
dispute was fundamentally a question of the control of the majority by a 
wealthy minority. Indeed, the church was forced to focus on their money 
because the Waldos and Salisbury had comported themselves impecca-
bly. Not for them was the fate of Betsey Flagg of the neighboring town 
of Boylston. In 1814, Flagg expressed her dissatisfaction with the pastor 
of her church "in an improper and injudicious manner &in a way calcu-
lated to irritate and offend," thus shifting the discussion from the 
minister's conduct to her own. An ecclesiastical council, of which Samuel 
Austin was a member, successfully mediated the dispute but not before 
requiring that Flagg apologize to the offended Boylston brethren. 22 In 
sum, the schism ofWorcester's First Church occurred with the two sides 
fighting different battles. For the dissidents, the issue was a question of 
gender, the right of spiritually equal women to decide their own religious 
futures. For the brethren and the new minister, the issue was a question 
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of democracy, the right of the {male) voting majority to decide the future 
of the church, including the women's religious futures.23 
Throughout 1817 and into 1818, a stalemate ensued as Goodrich 
solidified his position, conducting a revival that brought in eighty new 
members, and organizing a Sunday School. Confident of his support, 
Goodrich denounced his detractors from the pulpit. The Waldos sat in 
the family pew silendy fuming while Goodrich "frequendy pointed at us 
in his publick discourses. "24 The tension broke one Sunday in the spring 
of1818, when Goodrich addressed the congregation on the "nature and 
obligations of their Christian vows," which, he explained, required all to 
accept meekly the discipline imposed by the church. Certain that the 
sermon was intended as a public rebuke, the Waldos had had enough. 
Joined by Salisbury, they stalked out of the church and went to worship 
with the recendy arrived Baptists, whose services the Waldo sisters and 
Salisbury had taken the precaution of observing. There the dissidents 
"felt much happier than at our own meeting-house."25 A week later, 
Daniel Waldo ran for reelection to the state senate and the stones flew. 
During the summer the dispute took a new turn when the lawsuit 
over ministerial lands was finally setded. The church prepared to for-
mally dismiss Austin and promote Goodrich to full pastor, a role he was, 
for all practical purposes, already performing. But it seems Austin was 
unhappy in Vermont and proposed to return to the Worcester pulpit 
since he was, technically, still its senior pastor. Seizing upon the oppor-
tunity to rid themselves of the despised new minister, the Waldos and 
Salisbury organized a campaign for Austin's return. Austin actively en-
couraged them, informing the First Church that he would accept dis-
missal only if"a large proportion of the Church" requested it and if they 
"assign sufficient reason therefore." The absent minister underscored his 
position by signing his letters to the church "Your affectionate copastor." 
Austin also stepped up the pressure by demanding a Mutual Council to 
arbitrate his claim, as was his right under Congregational church rules.26 
The Mutual Council, composed of five clergymen joindy agreed 
upon by Austin and the church, met the following November. They read 
a pro-Goodrich majority report pointing out that Austin had left will-
ingly and that Goodrich had been properly installed. The lack of a for-
mal dismission was due to the novel complication of Austin being a 
party in the lawsuit, which did not fundamentally alter the circumstances. 
The Council also read a pro-Austin minority report that sought tore-
turn Austin and, in effect, to fire Goodrich. The minority relied largely 
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upon a legalistic argument: they wanted Austin for their shepherd, he 
wanted them for his flock, he was still the senior minister, and to their 
minds he had done nothing to merit dismissal.27 
However, the Mutual Council was persuaded by the principle of 
majority rule and by a determination to uphold ministerial authority 
and "strengthen the hands of him that is set over [you] in the Lord." In 
December 1818, it formally dissolved Austin's connection to Worcester's 
First Church and ordered the dissidents to "return to the stated minis-
trations of their worthy Pastor." The Mutual Council concluded its re-
port with a prophetic warning against the likely outcome of continued 
dissension: "It is to be feared you may plunge into a series of difficulties, 
of which we cannot see the issue. You may lay a foundation for dissen-
sions and evils which may extend to generations yet unborn. Remember, 
you are acting for yourselves, and not for us."28 
The Mutual Council's decision forced the dissenters either to ad-
mit they were wrong and return to the First Church or to go elsewhere. 
The Waldos and Salisbury took temporary respite with the Baptists but 
were soon journeying to Boston's Old South Church, eight hours away 
by stagecoach. This solution was untenable in the long term and, un-
willing to yield to the First Church, the dissidents resolved to form a 
church of their own. As a first step, Rebecca Waldo, Sarah Waldo, and 
Elizabeth Salisbury sought dismissions and recommendations from the 
First Church, the process by which individuals transferred their mem-
bership from one church to another. To forestall their leaving, a subdued 
Goodrich wrote to Salisbury with "the most pacific views" to request "a 
personal and friendly interview. "29 When Salisbury refused to meet with 
him, Goodrich and the First Church dismissed the women but would 
not recommend them, a very public declaration that the dissenters, al-
though full church members, were not worthy Christians. The First 
Church thus formally censured the female dissenters for their imperti-
nence in passing judgment upon the minister and for repudiating the 
male church authorities. 
The Waldo sisters and Salisbury were not about to tolerate any 
further humiliation. These women were full church members; that is, 
each had undergone conversion and experienced the saving grace that 
only an omnipotent God could bestow. Conversion assured them of their 
worth, for who could be more qualified than God to judge them? More-
over, because their identity and social status were linked to their reputa-
tions for piety, Goodrich's refusal to recommend them struck at the heart 
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of who they considered themselves to be. As they demanded in a peti-
tion to the First Church, "Are the Church, who have witnessed the con-
stancy, cheerfulness, and solemnity with which the disaffected have 
heretofore attended with them, on the duties of publick worship, pre-
pared to question their sincerity, and denounce their repeated avowals, 
as assumptions, affectations, and hypocrisy?" They insisted that the church 
"hold us blameless.-We say blameless .... "The Waldos and Salisbury 
were women of considerable means, unusually free to govern themselves. 
When the new minister dared to bring them to heel, their consciences, 
and likely their pride, compelled them to rebel.3° 
To a woman, the Waldos and Salisbury denounced Goodrich and 
the First Church and unequivocally asserted their right to determine for 
themselves their religious fates. If they were uneasy with the minister, 
they implied, it must be he who was at fault. Trusting in their "feelings 
and the impressions which have been made on our minds," the Waldo 
sisters explained in a joint letter to the First Church that under 
Goodrich they had "failed of receiving ... religious satisfaction, com-
fort, and improvement." With a nod toward the majority, they con-
ceded that their opinions might seem erroneous to some, but declared 
frankly that "still [our opinions] are real and fixed in our minds" and 
were not going to change. It was a duty they owed to themselves as 
Christians, the women argued, to seek "comfort and happiness" where 
they could find it.31 
Elizabeth Salisbury concurred in a separate petition. To Salisbury, 
the fiery Austin had been "a burning and a shining light." Goodrich 
lacked Austin's passion and thus, to her mind, Austin's devotion. Salisbury 
granted that her assessment might be subjective but maintained that 
such was "not now the question: it is sufficient that [my objections] have 
prevented me from receiving that improvement and edification from 
attendance on publick worship, which are the ends of its institution." 
The new minister had failed to uplift and enlighten her, Salisbury de-
clared, and "rather than ... trifle with holy time" she would do as she 
deemed fit.32 
The Waldos and Salisbury followed up their individual petitions 
with a joint statement to the First Church reiterating and elaborating 
upon their views. Mter demurely reminding the brethren how "painful 
... it must be to females to submit their religious sentiments to the 
animadversions of contending parties," they went on the offensive. Goaded 
by the church's repeated attempts at "solemn expostulation, if not of 
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admonition," the women articulately attacked their critics. They un-
equivocally rejected the authority of the minister and the deacons to 
dictate to full church members, and maintained that only they were quali-
fied to judge their own minds. It was the privilege and the obligation of 
all Christians to trust their consciences: "of our own happiness and af-
flictions, of our own enjoyments, sufferings and trials, and of the means 
of promoting them, especially of a religious nature, we are, and from 
necessity, must be, the best judges." As the church knew well, they ar-
gued, Christian introspection "can never be performed by substitutes, or 
yielded to any other person." According to the three, what was at stake 
was their inalienable right to religious autonomy in the face of a tyranni-
cal authority.33 
They then launched a multi-pronged offensive against the men 
who were trying to discipline them. They insisted that the Mutual 
Council's decision to uphold Goodrich's ministry cast in doubt its "wis-
dom, foresight, affection, and sincerity." How could its verdict be just, 
the dissenters demanded, when they had been "condemned ... unheard, 
undefended, and even unapprized of the process against them." In fact, 
the women could hardly have been "unapprized" of the actions of the 
Mutual Council. Such a statement may have been a way to emphasize 
their sense of grievance, but it also reflected their disdain for a court of 
appeal that men controlled, and from which they, as women, were ex-
cluded from direct participation.34 
The real issue, it seemed to them, was not whether they had acted 
improperly but whether others had. In the process the Waldos and 
Salisbury recast the debate by protesting the efforts of a majority to trans-
gress the rights of a disempowered minority. Turning the argument in a 
new direction, they accused church authorities of trying to silence righ-
teous opposition. Did the First Church have the right to use 
Congregationalism's "Law, Constitution and Platform'' to "support its 
measures, however intolerant, illiberal and severe they may be ... ?"The 
women concluded: "We are informed otherwise." A religious minority, 
they insisted, was entided to rely upon "the perceptions and affections of 
[their] heads and hearts," which after all were "the vitals of religion and 
piety." The women insisted that natural law, "a law paramount to all 
other laws" because it was "impressed by the finger of God," superseded 
human law and granted them freedom of thought and action. True reli-
gious principles, they concluded, must be "spontaneous, self-efficient, 
voluntary, unforced, uncorrupted, and unawed by foreign energies." The 
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women's assertion of the right to dissent had thus developed into a dec-
laration of religious independence. 35 
The Waldos and Salisbury did not explicidy link their criticisms of 
church authority with a protest against gender subordination. But the 
arguments they marshalled presumed a position of equality in the church, 
as did their refusal to accept the decisions of the church leaders. More-
over, by registering dissent as Christians, rather than as Christian women, 
they implicidy repudiated religious distinctions based on gender. Al-
though only men held formal positions ofleadership in the Congrega-
tional churches, it does not follow that women had no voice in church 
decisions, particularly where they formed a majority of full church mem-
hers. Still less does it suggest that women accepted without question or 
protest the decisions of male church leaders. In Worcester's First Church, 
the Waldos and Salisbury reserved the right to veto decisions with which 
they did not agree, and they repeatedly refused to recognize the author-
ity of a minister whom they neither supported nor respected. For the 
Waldos and Salisbury, the church was an assembly of believers whose 
power was contingent upon the voluntary submission of each member. 
This submission could be justly withdrawn-indeed, must be with-
drawn-if the congregation strayed from the path of righteousness. 
Economically independent, clearly well educated, and the daugh-
ters of families of standing, the Waldos and Salisbury were accustomed 
to deference from those around them, male and female, clergy and laity, 
and were well armed to assert and to defend their autonomy. At their 
insistence, a second ecclesiastical council met, overruled Goodrich and 
the First Church, and granted the recommendations that restored their 
status as Christians. Free to transfer to another church, the dissidents 
found none to their liking. Pointing out that "none of us can enjoy the 
ordinances of the Gospel with convenience; and some of us can no longer 
enjoy these ordinances at all," the dissidents elected to found a new 
church. 36 In May 1820, over the strident objections of the First Church, 
yet another council of ministers met to consider whether to convene the 
"come-outers" as a regular church. The rancor within the First Church 
was "most delicate and interesting," the council noted diplomatically, 
and it appeared no compromise was possible. It seemed to be best for 
the peace of religion to accommodate the desire for independence. The 
council was also reassured that the wealthy come-outers were "able and 
disposed to support publick worship by themselves." Mter scrutinizing 
the proposed church's Articles of Faith and Covenant for conformity to 
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orthodox tenets, the council unanimously pronounced the dissidents no 
longer outcasts but "a regular Ch[ urc ]h of Christ." The council ended 
its report by beseeching Worcester's faithful to halt the internecine squab-
bling: "Brethren, be of one mind; live in peace, and the God oflove and 
peace be with you."37 
Four years after the onset of strife within the First Church, the 
dissidents were officially sanctioned as the Calvinist Church ofWorces-
ter. The Waldo sisters and Elizabeth Salisbury had led a rebellion against 
established religious authority and had rejected the sanctioned gover-
nance of their minister. Not only did they successfully defend their 
religious independence, but they were able to remain within the Congre-
gational church. The forces of heterodoxy had transformed the church 
of the Puritans, which two centuries earlier had tried and banished Anne 
Hutchinson for criticizing the clergy. It was now more accepting of the 
demands of individual conscience, even from women. Moreover, the 
Worcester dissidents enjoyed a degree of self-confidence that enabled 
them to stare down their opposition. Their faith granted them equality, 
their conversions fortified them with conviction, and their wealth ac-
customed them to independence. In 1820, they left the church where 
they had worshiped for many years, where they had experienced God's 
saving grace, and built another. 
In view of the acrimony that preceded the split, it was not to be 
expected that the parties would easily follow the council's plea for har-
mony. A number of Worcester's citizens had staked their reputations 
upon a favorable resolution and were sorely disappointed. Nor did the 
new church separate graciously from the old, as was indicated by its 
choice of a name. When a town boasted more than one congregation 
per sect, they distinguished themselves by number or by geography. 
Worcester's Unitarian Church, for example, was known locally as the 
Second Parish, while Boston had its North and South Congregational 
churches. The Worcester dissidents took a third route, christening them-
selves along doctrinal lines as the Calvinist Church. Thus they signaled 
that they were the true believers and that the First Church had strayed 
from orthodoxy. When tempers cooled in the late 1820s, the new church 
reverted to custom and began to refer to itself as the Centre (or Central) 
Church, after its location in the center of town. 
The rash behavior of some also periodically fanned the embers of 
religious strife. Moses Child, a farmer, was one of the founders of the 
Calvinist Church. Child's intense dislike for Goodrich led him to ac-
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cuse the minister of embezzlement, a baseless charge that prompted 
Goodrich to sue for slander. Child apologized after Goodrich won the 
suit, but the incident is evocative of the bitterness that poisoned the 
religious atmosphere in Worcester.38 
Still, the First Church's continuing animosity is striking. The old 
church scorned the Council's decision. It insisted that the Calvinist 
Church was not a true church. It refused to dismiss and recommend 
members to it. Samuel Austin exaggerated only slightly when he ac-
cused the First Church of engaging in "zigzag proceedings" that were 
"entirely unprecedented and unwarranted." As the Council itself had 
acknowledged, the dissidents had not, after all, done anything wrong. 
Since the Council of 1820 had accepted the Calvinist Church into the 
fellowship of Congregational churches, the First Church could not refuse 
to dismiss and recommend its members to it. And yet it did. As Austin 
queried, "Cui bono?"39 
The belligerence between Worcester's orthodox Congregational 
churches continued into the 1820s when it became clear that most of 
those seeking to transfer to the new church were women. It was bad 
enough when extraordinary women, such as the unmarried and mon-
eyed Waldos and the enormously wealthy Salisbury, led the attack on 
Goodrich. It was worse still when they thwarted the First Church's at-
tempts to discipline them, and founded a new church. But it was intol-
erable when other women followed their example and began to exercise 
their spiritual autonomy, thereby rejecting the presumption of female 
submission to the male church hierarchy. 
Both men and women left the First Church to join the new Cal-
vinist Church, but the procedure differed by sex as a result of the gender 
inequities of church membership and taxpaying. The First Church dis-
missed without recommending five individuals-Sarah Waldo, Rebecca 
Waldo, Elizabeth Salisbury, Rebekah Richards and her husband David 
Richards-but refused to dismiss seventeen others, maintaining that they 
were still part of the First Church. Subsequently, the men of this group 
found a loophole: they filed certificates to transfer their tax liability to 
the Baptist Church, as was their right under the Religious Freedom Act 
of1811. Although the First Church initially opposed the men's actions, 
ultimately it accepted their departure. But this option was available only 
to taxpayers. Because only heads of households were taxpayers, married 
women, and most single women, could not use the loophole. Thus, for 
women, institutional affiliation remained an open and contentious ques-
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tion in the more ecumenical environment created by the Second Great 
Awakening and the disestablishment of Congregationalism. 
The crosscurrents of gendered beliefs and loyalties were played out 
in the cases of Anna McFarland and Lydia Taylor. William McFarland, 
a wealthy farmer, and Samuel Taylor, a clock maker, were among the 
original subscribers of the Calvinist Church. Both were church trustees; 
Taylor was also a deacon. In the fall of1820, their wives, Anna McFarland 
and Lydia Taylor, wrote to the First Church respectfully requesting 
dismissions and recommendations to the Calvinist Church on the 
grounds that they wished "to become members of the same church to 
which our husbands belong." The petition raised a thorny issue: what 
should a pious Christian woman do when confronted with conflicting 
patriarchal claims upon her loyalty, one from her husband and the other 
from her church?40 
The Protestant churches prized the religious unity of married com-
municants. To the orthodox, marriage embodied divinely ordained gen-
der relations, which justified and strengthened the patriarch's position 
as the head of a family. More prosaically, couples were a boon to a church's 
finances. Disestablishment compelled parishes to become self-support-
ing, but because churches maintained the traditional tax structure, only 
heads of households were liable for the church tax. A married woman 
whose husband did not belong to her church was not taxed for its sup-
port, and her membership, while spiritually vital, was less likely to be 
economically helpful. Only when a woman was widowed was she reclas-
sified as a head of household, becoming a church taxpayer. But the pov-
erty or reduced circumstances that all too often accompanied widowhood 
limited the contributions of most women to the church coffers. At the 
same time, ministers were increasingly judged by the number of con-
verts won and sustained. The loss of a communicant to death or resettle-
ment was no reflection upon a minister; not so his or her removal to the 
church across the Common. It would be especially galling, we might 
imagine, if the rival church belonged to the same sect. Antebellum 
churches and ministers thus had both practical and theological reasons 
to respect and to foster the religious unity of married communicants. 
The financial health of the church depended upon the fidelity of its 
congregation, while the minister's reputation was built upon a demon-
strated respect for his ability and authority.41 
Such was the dilemma facing Charles Goodrich upon receiving 
McFarland and Taylor's petition for a dismission and recommendation 
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to the Calvinist Church. Hesitant to encourage wives to disregard the 
divinely sanctioned authority of their husbands, yet unwilling to lose 
two parishioners to the despised new church, the minister trod a fine 
line by simultaneously acknowledging the women's dilemma while re-
jecting their solution. He began by commending McFarland and Taylor 
on their conscientious efforts to do what was right. The church "must 
highly respect" their desire to worship with their husbands, Goodrich 
wrote, for marriage was a sacred relationship "of a nature most tender." 
Still, the Calvinist Church was not "a regularly formed Church of our 
Lord Jesus." The new church was an assault upon the order and disci-
pline of the Christian community, Goodrich insisted, and he denied 
their request to transfer. Should McFarland and Taylor persist, the min-
ister warned, "this Church will consider you as ... cutting yourselves off 
from the priviledges [sic] ofMembers of the Church."In sum, Goodrich 
argued that a Christian woman's obligation to her soul took precedence 
over her social (and legal) obligation to her husband. A woman who did 
not defend her spiritual autonomy risked excommunication and even-
tual damnation. 42 
Goodrich's ultimatum forced McFarland and Taylor to decide 
whether to follow their minister or their husbands; they could not do 
both. Shortly after receiving Goodrich's letter they asked that the Cal-
vinist Church accept them as full members despite the lack of recom-
mendations. In this petition, they made no mention of a desire to worship 
with their husbands but instead professed their devotion to the ortho-
doxy of the new church. "The First Church is divided," the women ex-
plained, "and our views and feelings are with that part, which have taken 
the name of the Calvinist Church." The new church, predictably, 
prompdy received them. 43 
The McFarland and Taylor controversy suggests the means bywhich 
orthodox women could be brought to act upon the possibilities inherent 
in their acknowledged spiritual equality. It seems likely that McFarland 
and Taylor anticipated that their request would excite a conflict-in light 
of the hostility between the churches, it would have been naive for them 
to believe otherwise-and their first impulse was to deflect trouble by 
relying upon the shield of patriarchal gender relations. They thus justi-
fied their request by insisting that they wished to follow their husbands, 
as good wives should. But Goodrich rejected this argument and urged 
the women to act independendy. For the sake of their souls, he com-
manded them to follow him, to repudiate the ruling of the Council of 
Keeping the Faith 25 
1820, and to defy their husbands. Obliged to be decisive, McFarland 
and Taylor spumed their minister instead. They declared that their con-
sciences would properly guide them and made their choice based upon 
their "views and feelings." Through his own intransigence and that of 
his congregation, the Reverend Goodrich unwittingly provided the op-
portunity for female parishioners to reject the spiritual authority of men 
and to enact the spiritual autonomy of women. 
The situation confronting McFarland and Taylor was increasingly 
common as the number and kinds ofProtestant denominations prolif-
erated in the first half of the nineteenth century. But whereas McFarland 
and Taylor joined their husbands, other women made other choices. 
Elizabeth Salisbury left the First Church to organize the Calvinist 
Church even while her husband and son continued to worship with the 
liberal (and, to an orthodox trinitarian, the heretical) Unitarians.44 Be-
tween 1820 and 1830, sixteen married couples joined the Calvinist 
Church as full church members. The total number of new church mem-
bers in this decade was 108, including sixty-two females and forty-six 
males. It is likely that most of these were adults and that they were mar-
ried. If so, then slightly less than thirty percent of the members of the 
Calvinist Church worshiped alongside their spiritually equal spouses, 
while slightly more than seventy percent did not. Of those who did not, 
forty-six, or sixty-one percent, were women; thirty, or thirty-nine per-
cent, were men. Especially in churches tom by dissent, the decision of 
church membership was more than a manifestation of a culturally pre-
scribed feminine piety. It was an assertion of autonomy from the dic-
tates of the male church hierarchy.45 
GENDER, MONEY, AND DISCIPUNE-
THE POWER BEFORE THE PULPIT? 
Founded by dissidents in 1822, the Calvinist Church rapidly became an 
anchor of orthodox Protestant religion in Worcester. Within ten years, 
the church had blossomed from a handful of contentious rebels into one 
of the more popular and fashionable churches in town. 46 But as the Cal-
vinist Church matured, it was forced to come to grips with develop-
ments that altered the practice of organized religion and expanded the 
status and role of women. The first major issue confronting the fledgling 
Calvinist Church involved its economic foundation. A church's finan-
cial structure could act as a conservative force that bolstered the tradi-
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tion of male authority. But the church had great difficulty getting men 
to pay their taxes, even while the town's chaotic growth forced church 
officials to expend more time and energy simply organizing and main-
taining a semblance of order in the parish. One consequence of the 
churchmen's preoccupation with collecting taxes and tracking down 
nominal members was to open up space for the women to engage in 
social reform and political activism. A second aspect of new church or-
ganization concerned discipline. The discipline of errant communicants 
was a liberalizing force that encouraged a moral belief system women 
found easier to live by than men and reinforced orthodox women's con-
fidence as autonomous moral agents. 
The first order of business for Worcester's newest church was to 
secure an economic foundation. To overcome their reputation as a band 
of querulous dissenters, the founders sought to encourage new members 
by declaring a five-year moratorium on church taxes. The cost of run-
ning the church in the interim was borne by a group of five male sub-
scribers, Daniel Waldo chief among them. As a letter from Waldo to the 
church's first minister, the Reverend Loammi lves Hoadley, makes clear, 
the offer was explicitly intended to encourage recruitment. But in 1827, 
when the tax-free period ended and the church became self-supporting, 
a recurring problem was the struggle over who should support the church 
andhow.47 
The expansion of religious liberty in Massachusetts eliminated the 
traditional tax system and left churches at the mercy of voluntary pay-
ments from its not always reliable communicants. From the seventeenth 
through the eighteenth centuries, churches had been divided between 
members of the parish (that is, all town residents, who were required by 
law to attend services and to pay a church tax) and members of the 
church (that is, those who had experienced God's saving grace). The 
disestablishment of Congregationalism and the proliferation of denomi-
nations during the Second Great Awakening complicated the catego-
ries of membership based on conversion with distinctions based on gender. 
Most Americans exercised their freedom from religion to remain out-
side any particular church's sphere of influence-and beyond the reach 
of a church tax collector. Others, such as the founders of the Calvinist 
Church, left established churches to organize new ones. As a conse-
quence, in the antebellum era fewer people were supporting more 
churches, and those who remained within a church found their share of 
the tax increasing. Moreover, most church members did not pay any 
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taxes because most church members were married women. Thus in the 
wake of disestablishment, male church members carried a heavier tax 
burden. Historians have noted that men were much less likely than 
women to join an antebellum church. Many considerations no doubt 
weighed into this decision; however, it is important to recognize that for 
men, but not for women, going to church was becoming more expensive. 
Understanding the antebellum church's financial support is critical 
to understanding women's role in New England congregations. The fi-
nancial structure originated at a time when everyone belonged to the 
town's one church, and all heads of household were legally required to 
pay a church tax. The head of household represented all members of the 
family and the tax was computed as a percentage of his or her real and 
personal property. Since husbands and wives were one unit, the husband's 
contribution stood for both. No matter how wealthy they were, women 
were not liable for the church tax unless they were unmarried or wid-
owed; in other words, when they were heads of households. This cus-
tomary formula continued to define the financial obligations of church 
membership even after disestablishment. In the Calvinist Church, heads 
of households were assessed an annual tax equivalent to six percent of 
the reduced value of their real and personal property; adult males also paid 
a poll tax of $1.50. One of the church's male members was assigned the 
unenviable role of tax collector and visited taxpayers to solicit payment. 48 
The financial structure of antebellum churches therefore acted as a 
conservative force, reinforcing the tradition of patriarchy. As vital as 
women were as parishioners, they were not expected to contribute much 
economically. Nor did they. Of the seventy-seven heads of households 
assessed for the Calvinist Church's first tax in 1827, only six, or less than 
eight percent, were women. Three of the six were extremely wealthy: 
Rebecca Waldo, Sarah Waldo, and Elizabeth Waldo, each a single woman, 
each holding property assessed at $35,500. The other three women tax-
payers were poor or getting by: Duty Austin's personal property was 
estimated at $100, Sally Flagg's at $500, and Dorrance Wilder's at a 
more comfortable $750; none owned any real estate. Ten years later, of 
the 117 heads of households assessed, eight, or less than seven percent, 
were women. These eight included the three Waldo sisters and Eliza-
beth Salisbury; the unmarried Waldos were now worth $43,500 each, 
while the newly widowed Salisbury was in a league of her own at more 
than $120,000. Of the four remaining women, only Sarah "Widow Sally" 
Avery was a woman of substance, whose real and personal property to-
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taled $7,800. The other three women taxpayers were destitute or finan-
cially modest: Welcome Washburn had no taxable property, the widow 
Betsey Gates owned $700 in real estate, and Sally Flagg had $900 in 
personal property.49 
By 1845, the limited means of the church's non-elite taxpayers had 
been further eroded by the general economic decline of the late 1830s. 
Of the 124 heads of households assessed, eight, or less than seven per-
cent, were women. Elizabeth Waldo, Sarah Waldo, and Elizabeth 
Salisbury were in better shape than ever, with the Waldos' estates valued 
at $61,100 and Salisbury's at $132,000. Sally Flagg, too, was prospering. 
In 1837, she held personal property worth $900 but by 1845 she was 
worth $2,400, most of it in bank stock. The other women were not as 
fortunate. "Widow Sally" Avery's estate was estimated at $4,000, a sharp 
decline from its value of$7,800 in 1837. In 1837, the property of Calvin 
Darby, a stonecutter and gravestone maker, was assessed at $3,350, but 
when his widow Lydia Darby appeared on the tax list in 1845, the estate's 
value had been reduced to less than hal£ Mary Eager, a schoolteacher, 
had $300 in the bank earning interest, while the widowed Mary Wheeler 
was more comfortable with $3,000 in personal property. The percentage 
of churchwomen who were also church taxpayers actually declined over 
time, from a high of eight per cent in 1827 to a low of under six per cent 
in the 1840s, as more women of average means became members. 5° 
Tax data therefore reveal that the church rarely expected women to 
contribute financially, because only a handful were heads of households. 
Moreover, with the exception of the spectacularly wealthy Waldos and 
Salisbury, few of those who were heads of households had much to tax. 
The church's financial health therefore rested upon the shoulders of the 
men. At the same time, women benefitted most from the church's wel-
fare policies. Charity for the needy was an integral part of the covenant, 
and while the Calvinist Church's charity was limited and unsystematic, 
it comforted those in want. The church doled out small amounts of cash, 
usually less than five dollars, distributed in-kind donations, such as cords 
of wood for heat during the winter, and boarded the sick and enfeebled 
in private homes. Almost all of those assisted were women. The church 
paid a nurse nine dollars to care for Betsy Tracy in 1833; delivered cords 
of wood to Mary Cogswell during the winter of 1838 and gave her four-
teen dollars in cash in 1839; and subsidized a room for Sarah Harrington, 
a schoolteacher, during the winter of 1845-1846.51 
The female face of the welfare recipients reflects in part the nu-
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merical dominance of women in the congregation-women composed 
approximately seventy percent of the church's membership in the ante-
bellum period-as well as their generally less secure financial status. Since 
the poor were more likely to be female than male, and the church was 
composed of many more women than men, it is not surprising that the 
parish needy were mostly women. The economic roles of men and women 
within the church thus mimicked their secular roles: men were the bread-
winners and women were the dependents. 
There were, however, significant countervailing trends that under-
mined the influence of men's financial contributions. Chief among these 
was the constant problem of getting anyone to pay his or her taxes. It 
had never been easy to extract church taxes from an often cash-poor 
congregation, as many ministers woefully attested. 52 The separation of 
church and state not only freed individuals from the burden of supporting 
a church, it also failed to provide a mechanism to collect the now volun-
tary taxes or to ensure that subscribers met their assessed contributions. 
As a result, in the wake of disestablishment a complicated church bureau-
cracy sprang up to track down the wandering, argue with the errant, and 
try to get those who had pledged to support the church actually to do so. 
Churches adopted various strategies to coerce their communicants 
to pay up. The Calvinist Church followed the example of the town and 
offered abatements to those who paid their taxes promptly: a six percent 
abatement for payment within thirty days; four percent within sixty days; 
two percent within 120 days. The abatements benefitted those with 
the heaviest tax burdens and inspired timely payment from those who 
could best afford it. To persuade the less affluent, the church tried to 
give the impression that the civil government stood behind the parish 
by paying an agent to collect the church tax at the same time he col-
lected the town tax. 53 
Securing the funds to support the church was a constant battle 
that pit the mostly male taxpayers against the all-male church hierarchy. 
The magnitude of the problem is suggested by Daniel Waldo's 1838 
estimate that of the hundreds who attended the worship services each 
Sunday, only one in six or seven was also a taxpayer. The problem was 
caused in part by the tactic of including among the ranks of taxpayers 
anyone who had ever signed the church's membership log, known as 
"the· Book." Long lists of signatories of the Calvinist Church's Book 
indicate that promises made, perhaps during the intensity of a revival, 
were forgotten or ignored when religious zeal waned. 54 
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The high rate of transiency also created a constant state of flux. 
Worcester's population more than doubled between 1840 and 1850, and 
tripled between 1840 and 1855. Moreover, the swirl of people moving in 
and out of the city was much greater than these absolute figures indi-
cate, and by 1850 the turnover rate ofWorcester residents was nearly 
twice what it had been in 1800.55 The city's constantly shifting popula-
tion made it necessary for churches periodically to comb through their 
books, identifying and purging the names of those who were included 
but should no longer be, and appending those who were not included 
but should now be. Among these were individuals who had not attended 
services recently but whose absences were unaccounted for, as well as 
those who were attending but had somehow managed to avoid signing 
the Book. 
To the faithful, the failure to claim membership in #le church and 
to pay a share of its expenses was intolerable. Unlike secular groups, 
which organized for social or political reasons, churches existed to save 
immortal souls. They were thus a peculiar kind of antebellum voluntary 
society, and the mantle of church membership could not, at least accord-
ing to the churches, be worn lightly nor simply shrugged off when op-
pressive. To herd the wandering back into the fold and keep them there, 
churches turned to the Standing Committee. Composed of from three 
to five male church members, the Standing Committee existed origi-
nally for theological purposes but soon assumed the responsibility for 
business of a far more practical nature. The Calvinist Church created its 
Standing Committee in the 1830s and charged it with examining the 
religious credentials of prospective members. But before long, the 
Committee's primary function became to scrutinize the correctness not 
of church members but of church membership lists. 56 
Accurate lists were essential for religious and tax purposes, but keep-
ing them up to date was increasingly complicated. Members who no 
longer wished to support the church were required to ftle a Certificate of 
Dismission, and extant certificates suggest a variety of reasons for re-
signing. Some came to prefer other churches. William Harrington, a 
merchant, left the Calvinist Church to join the Baptists in 1826 and 
transferred his financial support to them. Others left the church alto-
gether, such as Joseph Boyden, a watchmaker, who resigned in 1843. 
Still others were removed by geographic mobility. During the depres-
sion of 1837, Luther Harris, a cordwainer, left Worcester and the Cal-
vinist Church in search ofbetter opportunities elsewhere. Widows seized 
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the freedoms offered by their new status as heads of household to dis-
avow responsibility for the church tax. Upon his death in 1837,Jeremiah 
Harrington's widow, Betsey, executrix of his estate, declared that "said 
Estate may no longer be taxed by said society & hereby withdraws from 
any membership thereof" A disgrunded Lucy Prentiss Hastings, a wid-
owed mother of seven, wrote in 1847, "you will please erase from your 
list my name, as I decline paying a Parish tax this year. I should not have 
withdrawn had my tax last year been a reasonable one."57 
Hastings' complaint highlighted the recurring problem of collect-
ing taxes from those who had once agreed to pay them. From 1822 to 
1827, there were no taxes to collect due to the Waldo family's subsidy. 
When the church became dependent upon the membership it immedi-
ately spiraled into the red, as operating expenses exceeded revenues by 
nearly $500. From 1827 through 1830, between one-half and three-
quarters of the taxes went unpaid and by 1829 the deficit had reached 
$1413. The situation was resolved eventually, though not happily, when 
the tax collector, merchant William Chamberlain, went bankrupt in 1831 
and lost not only his own business but $82 of the church's money as well. 
Replacing Chamberlain were more economically secure, and apparendy 
more persuasive, collectors who brought in a greater percentage of the 
monies due, although large amounts consistendywent unpaid.58 
Also undermining the Standing Committee's attempts to set the 
church's business affairs in order was the high rate of mobility. A dili-
gent search for absent members in 1850, for example, revealed that, un-
beknownst to the church, Catherine M. Parker had relocated to New 
York, married, and joined the Methodists. The Committee was also cha-
grined to discover that Dolly Goddard's failure to attend services was a 
natural result of her having "died some years since." Both women were 
dropped from the membership list. 59 
Absentee members were not a minor annoyance but an impedi-
ment to the creation of a sense of community within the church. In 
1841, the Calvinist Church decided to ascertain the magnitude of the 
problem. An ad hoc committee counted 261 nominal communicants; of 
these, seventy percent were women and thirty percent were men. But 
only two-thirds of the members resided in Worcester; the remaining 
one third were "nonresident members," that is, they had either moved 
out of town or their current whereabouts were unknown. Wherever they 
were, they were beyond the church's influence even while technically 
under its "watch and ward." But what did church membership mean if it 
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was extended to those who, for whatever reason, were not subject to 
worship services, prayer meetings, and ministerial guidance? Nor attended 
the communal rites surrounding communion, baptisms, marriages, and 
funerals?60 
In the late 1840s the Standing Committee determined that"about 
50 individuals" currendy considered members "ought not to be reck-
oned so." Displaying a touching faith in the power of its Committee, the 
church ordered it to "use its influence" to convince nonresident mem-
bers to transfer to a more convenable church, and "To report the names 
of all resident members of the Church who absent themselves from com-
munion with it, also to report what church, if any, such residents com-
mune with."61 Whether absent members had migrated out of town or 
were lurking about Worcester backsliding, the church believed all would 
eventually be accounted for and nearly swept into one of the city's many 
churches. But such a goal proved beyond the power of the Committee. 
Mter nine months' effort, only four of the fifty unresolved cases were 
closed: one communicant was confirmed dead, one had relocated, one 
was discovered communing with the Unitarians, and one was cast out 
due to chronic religious apathy. Frustrated by its inability to regulate the 
membership on a one-to-one basis, the Calvinist Church finally con-
ceded the task was hopeless and voted to solve the problem of nonresi-
dent members by fiat. Henceforth, anyone absent from communion for 
a period of ten years would be automatically stripped of membership. 62 
Just as disruptive to a religious community as the nonresident mem-
bers were the nonmember residents. Those who signed the Book but 
neglected to attend services aroused the church's curiosity and concern. 
But those who attended services yet failed to sign aroused its frustration 
and resentment. Such people received the benefits of Christian fellow-
ship and worship but did not commit themselves to the church's finan-
cial well-being. In 1835, the church made its position explicit. Six 
months-a year at the most-would be the measure of its patience for 
those afflicted with the "pernicious habit" of grafting off the spiritual 
generosity of others. "It is not the duty of the Church," the Calvinists 
stated sourly, "to permit [such] persons to commune [with us]." Signing 
the Book and paying taxes were among the prerequisites for commun-
ing with any church, they insisted, and "we regard no one as a member 
of the Parish who refuses to join, by entering his name on our Parish 
Books and meeting its responsibilities."63 
Russell Fay, a carpenter, discovered that the church meant business 
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when he answered the door one day and found the tax collector. Fay 
hastily requested that his name be struck from the Book. Although records 
indicate that Fay had joined the church seven years earlier during a re-
vival, he insisted that " ... I never signed the book ... I do not consider 
myself as a member."64 The truly artful might maintain their tax-free 
status even while enjoying services by periodically migrating from one 
church to another. By the late 1830s, there were six Protestant churches 
in Worcester: three Congregational, plus a Unitarian, a Methodist, and 
a Baptist. By 1860, there were more than a dozen of various denomina-
tions. Individuals wishing to attend services or to mingle with those 
who did, but unwilling to commit their souls to a particular theology 
and their wallets to an annual tax, could deftly play the ends against the 
center by claiming membership in one of the churches they were not 
currently attending. If some individuals felt social pressure to attend ser-
vices, there apparently were ways to achieve the desired effect without 
incurring spiritual or financial obligations. 65 
Taxpaying was therefore a source both of financial support and of 
friction within the churches. Male heads of households were the pri-
mary source of church tax money, which validated the tradition of male 
church authority. Yet separating taxpayers from their money was seldom 
easy. Despite the Waldo family's endowment, the Calvinist Church faced 
recurrent financial crises due to the necessity of relying upon an often 
unstable pool of male taxpayers. The tax collectors, tithingmen, and 
Standing Committee worked tirelessly but often unsuccessfully to lo-
cate and cajole members into making good their pledges. Thus, while 
men's role as breadwinner supported traditional male influence in the 
church, the aggravating slowness with which taxes were paid, and the 
numerous attempts to shirk responsibility, undermined the moral au-
thority of men even while throwing into greater relief the moral fidelity 
of women. 
Women, moreover, supported the institutional church in other ways, 
particularly through pew rental. Pews were a traditional badge of status 
in New England. Wealthy families coveted the most desirable pews and 
decorated them with pillows and rugs in a manner befitting their social 
rank. Pews were a form of real estate, sold at auction to the highest 
bidder, and were carefully recorded in the Town Registry of Pews. It was 
not necessary for a pew owner to be a member of the church that housed 
the pew; Samuel Jennison, a lawyer, owned pews in both the First (Con-
gregational) Church and the Second (Unitarian) Church, although he 
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attended services only at the latter. Pews were not cheap and, depending 
upon their location, might sell for hundreds of dollars. Churches there-
fore permitted staggered payments of half the money down, with the 
balance due in three annual installments. Owners who defaulted could 
expect to have their pews repossessed. As real rather than personal 
property, pews were bought, sold, and swapped; were offered as collat-
eral for loans; and were included as part of a woman's dower rights so 
that pew sales required her signature. Because pews also conveyed sym-
bolic value, enlarging the meetinghouse necessitated delicate negotia-
tions so that the status of the old pew was reflected in the placement of 
the new.66 
Through most of the nineteenth century, attending church ser-
vices therefore meant paying the price of a seat in a pew. The Calvinist 
Church reserved a few pews, those in the least desirable locations, for 
the use of the parish poor and the town's African Americans. For parish-
ioners unwilling to sit among those whom they considered their social 
inf~riors, but unable to afford a pew, the alternative was to rent one. 
Women made up more than two-thirds of the congregation but owned 
less than one-tenth of the pews. However, if buying and selling pews 
was mosdy men's business, using them was women's. The desire of many 
antebellum women to attend church, when combined with their usually 
limited means, thus yielded a market for pew rentals, and it was with 
female tenants in mind that some individuals invested in multiple pews. 67 
Since pews were expensive, and were auctioned off but a few at a 
time, the antebellum market in pew rentals was brisk and was an impor-
tant source of revenue for the Calvinist Church. In the late 1820s and 
early 1830s, income from pew rentals equaled the income from church 
taxes. As late as the 1850s, attorney Alfred D. Foster willed his pew to 
Worcester's Union Church to be used as rental property.68 Churchwomen 
also contributed to the church in other ways. Women's groups, such as 
sewing circles, both donated their labor and organized fundraising drives. 
Such contributions were not recorded as income in the account books, 
but church records indicate that contemporaries were well aware of the 
money that the women saved the congregation. 69 
The relationship between the financial support of antebellum Prot-
estant churches and women's role was therefore complex. On the one 
hand, women did not contribute to the same extent that men did, both 
as a result of traditional notions of gender relations embodied in the 
practice of grouping families under the (usually male) head of house-
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hold, as well as the more prosaic problem of women's economic disad-
vantage vis-a-vis men. On the other hand, men's influence was under-
mined by the myriad difficulties the church faced in trying to collect the 
taxes. Furthermore, women's dedication to religion and their desire to 
attend services generated a market for pews to rent out to the large number 
of women who could not afford to own one. Thus, while the mostly 
male taxpayers fostered frustration, the mostly female pew tenants and 
sewing circles generated revenues. 
MARKING THE STANDARD OF CHRISTIAN BEHAVIOR 
The primary reason for Christians to gather into a church was to pro-
mote "love, watchfulness, and purity" and to guard against the ever-
present threat of"ungodliness and worldly lusts."70 The way to do this 
was through firm but loving Christian discipline. Accordingly; the records 
of the Calvinist Church reflect a pervasive awareness of and concern for 
the behavior of its parishioners. But who was disciplined, what they were 
disciplined for, and whether they were disciplined at all varied by gender 
and over time. 
The difficulty in keeping track of its communicants led the leaders 
of the Calvinist Church to hold occasional summit meetings with other 
churches in the hope of rooting out the spiritual freeloaders. At issue in 
the conclaves was not just money but fear of dissent in an increasingly 
heterogeneous society. Soon a more militant tone crept into the suspi-
cion of outsiders. In the 1840s, the church began requiring of all new 
members a Certificate of Dismissal and Recommendation, the letter of 
transfer issued by the church one was leaving and addressed to the church 
one was joining, and printed up batches ofblank certificates to supply its 
own members with the proper religious credentials. Apparently some 
individuals appearing 01 the church's doorstep with a Certificate in hand 
had indulged in a spot of spiritual fraud, for the church also instructed 
the Parish Clerk to verify that all Certificates were authentic. 71 
Such bureaucratization of church membership reflects the passing 
of other, more personal methods of discipline. Transgressions of the 
church's moral code tended to be sins of commission rather than sins of 
omission; that i:;, the machinery for discipline engaged when individuals 
acted wrongly, not when they failed to act rightly. The distinction was a 
morally conservative one and reveals the church's essentially static ap-
proach to social control, which operated through accusation, confession, 
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and redemption. It was also a thoroughly gendered conception of moral 
crime and punishment. Men were more likely than women to breach 
the code of acceptable behavior; men were also judged guilty of a wider 
variety of offenses than women. Similarly, the types of sins committed 
were usually gender-specific. In part, this was a result of men's greater 
freedom in antebellum America: men had more opportunities to do 
wrong. But it was also a result of a moral code that women found easier 
to live by than men, and implicitly testifies to their role as the moral 
arbiters of an orthodox community. 
When the Calvinist Church was founded, its members swore to 
uphold the covenantal obligation to "walk with you in all brotherly watch-
fulness and kindness, hoping that you and we shall become more and 
more conformed to the example of our divine master, till we, at last, 
come to the perfection of holiness .... "72 Such "watch and ward" was 
exercised in two ways. On occasion, one communicant would openly 
confront another. All the known instances of such direct accusation in-
volved men accusing other men. Francis F. Woods, an ornamental painter 
who joined the Calvinist Church when he moved to town in 1831, took 
seriously his religious duties. He helped to organize and recruit mem-
bers for the Sunday School and served on several church committees. 
Woods also took seriously his obligation to keep an eye on his neigh-
bors. He informed the congregation when William H. Oaks left town 
without first arranging for a dismissal and recommendation, and reported 
Erastus B. Rice for defecting to the Methodists. Woods's zeal for sur-
veillance apparently aroused interest in his own affairs, for he was him-
self called on the carpet for unspecified charges and ultimately 
excommunicated in 1847.73 
The more familiar method of accusation was known as "common 
fame," which was essentially the institutionalization of rumor, of gossip, 
of knowledge that was commonly known. 74 The great majority of those 
disciplined by the church were brought up on common fame charges. 
Common fame had the virtue of distancing the accuser from the ac-
cused, and thus offered a way for churchwomen to exert institutional 
power. Intemperance, a charge used mostly to discipline men, usually 
originated as a common fame accusation. The women of the church, 
who composed nearly three-fourths of the full members, were rarely 
accused of intemperance. In 1841, common fame charges were leveled 
against Sarah Matthews, who admitted having indulged in "strong drink" 
in the past but insisted she had quit the year before. Perhaps fearing that 
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her reputation undermined her credibility, Matthews brought in an ex-
pert witness, her physician, to corroborate her testimony. 75 
Those accused of violating the church's moral code were examined 
by a committee of two or three of the brethren, who were empowered to 
dismiss the matter, to investigate further, or to pronounce the accused 
guilty as charged. If the last, the condemned was required to confess and 
to repent, the confession was read to the church, and the congregation 
indicated its acceptance of the confession by standing, as if to welcome 
the sinner back into the fold. If, however, the guilty party refused to 
confess or to repent, he or she was given the opportunity to reconsider 
the wisdom of defYing the church while enduring suspension from com-
munion for a specified period of time. Continued intransigence could 
lead to banishment from the church, also known as excommunication. 
The machinery of discipline ground slowly, and it was not unusual 
for an entire year to elapse between the initial accusation and the resolu-
tion of a case. In 1825, Benjamin Goddard, a machinist, was suspected 
of"the intemperate use of ardent spirit" and was summoned before the 
committee to explain himself. Unlike Sarah Matthews, Goddard was 
unable to raise doubts about the charges. The committee found "the 
complaint is supported" and suspended Goddard for one year. Eight 
months into the suspension, Goddard confessed and repented, and was 
accepted back into the community three months later. Two years after 
David and Julia Cutter moved to town and joined the Calvinist Church, 
whispers of common fame suspected David Cutter of intemperance. By 
the following spring the congregation was sure of it. Suspended "till he 
gives evidence of penitance & amendment," Cutter was excommuni-
cated a year later for "continued intemperance & for forsaking his fam-
ily." Julia Cutter, meanwhile, remained a full church member until she 
moved out of town in 1850. Accusation was not synonymous with con-
viction, however. David Dakin, a farmer, was acquitted of haying on the 
Sabbath; similarly, the "reports in circulation" that accused Benjamin 
Conant, a mason, of unnamed transgressions were determined to be 
groundless. 76 
No one escaped the watchful eyes of the overwhelmingly female 
congregation. William McFarland was a wealthy farmer, a founding 
member of the church, and the president of its board of trustees. But in 
1829 a "special meeting" convened to consider common fame charges 
lodged against him. The nature of the complaint was circumspecdy 
omitted, but it was sufficiendy serious to warrant formal censure. When 
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a three-month suspension failed to induce McFarland to confess, the 
church dispatched a committee "to labour with him and endeavor to 
reclaim him." A defiant McFarland still failed "to give satisfaction" and 
was again suspended. The church was evidendy reluctant to excommu-
nicate McFarland, perhaps in recognition of his past service, or possibly 
because it considered him yet salvageable. McFarland was left in a state 
of permanent suspension. A full ten years later, as McFarland lay dying 
and in fear for his immortal soul, the news of his "agitated mind" reached 
the church, likely through the agency of his wife, Anna Davis McFarland, 
who was still a full church member. The outcast was reportedly con-
vinced he was bound for hell and was "in danger of sinking into con-
firmed melancholy or complete despair." McFarland "penitendy asked 
their forgiveness," and the church agreed, "provided he continues in the 
same temper of mind." Two weeks later, the congregation "with un-
feigned pleasure" voted unanimously "to cordially and formally extend 
to him forgiveness and receive him back to their communion and fel-
lowship," and McFarland died in peace.77 
Church discipline sought not only to protect the individual from 
incurring the spiritual consequences of sinful behavior, but also to shield 
the institution of the church from the temporal folly of its members. 
There were a number of ways an individual could cast aspersions upon 
the church's good name. In 1821 Moses Child's untoward slander of 
Charles Goodrich provided ammunition for the new church's critics. 
Disciplined for his zeal, Child apologized for"the reproach [my actions] 
have brought upon religion, and the injury it has occationed [sic] to you." 
Men ran afoul in other ways. The church did not usually intrude upon 
the business activities of its parishioners, with the exception of its deci-
sion in 1833 to "abstain entirely from the use of ardent spirits ... and 
also from traffic in them." However, the business activities of parishio-
ners occasionally invaded the church, primarily in the form ofbad debts. 
In 1835, beset by creditors, Otis Chapin scandalized the congregation 
by sneaking out of town and refusing to disclose his whereabouts. The 
church censured Chapin for his "unchristian conduct ... and for bor-
rowing money, neglecting to pay his just debts and secretly leaving town 
and retiring to some place unknown .... "The exploits of William D. 
Termo were even more outrageous. Fenno was a jeweler whose adver-
tisements prophetically described his business as "nearly opposite the 
Bank." Fenno owned pew number thirty-six in the Calvinist Church, 
which his mother used for worship and he used for more secular pur-
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poses. Fenno offered the pew as collateral for so many loans that eventu-
ally its mortgages grossly exceeded its value. In 1841, Fenno defaulted 
on the loans and skipped town. The Calvinist Church was faced with 
the undignified spectacle of the sheriff ofWorcester County repossess-
ing one of its pews, and was dragged into the dispute when Fenno's 
creditors issued warrants to slap liens against the pew.78 
Taking to the road was a favorite means by which men not only 
eluded their creditors but avoided the wrath of the congregation as well. 
The church's repeated attempts to censure William H. Oaks proved fruit-
less when he left town without notice and without leaving a forwarding 
address. Communicants also dropped out of sight with less nefarious 
intent, as when they neglected to obtain a dismissal and recommenda-
tion. Charles B. Townsends, who joined the church in 1831, wrote from 
Boston in 1840 to request a belated dismission when he wished to join a 
new church. Before acceding to his request, the Calvinist Church re-
quired that Townsends account for his "walk and conversation" during 
the intervening years. Others were religious dissenters. William Howard 
was excommunicated for renouncing the Christian faith; Theophilus 
Brown and John Taylor were thrown out for refusing to attend services; 
Albert Howe was banished for attending the wrong services-he pre-
ferred the Unitarians.79 
If churchmen practiced a variety of sins, churchwomen excelled at 
two: fornication and separation. Fornication, or nonmarital sexual inter-
course, was by definition a female crime against morality. Only one man 
was accused of fornication. In 1833, Horatio L. Carter and Julia A. Lyon 
were suspended from membership, but were restored to communion when 
they confessed and married the following September.8° For women for 
whom there was no reputation-saving marriage, the accusation was po-
tentially ruinous. In 1832, "charges publicly circulated" that Nancy Bar-
ber, a thirty-eight-year-old single woman who had undergone a 
conversion experience four years earlier, had committed fornication. Al-
though condemned by "unquestionable proof" -pregnancy?-as well as 
"by her own confession," Barber refused to agree that she ought to be 
ashamed of hersel£ There was to be no grace period for this "erring 
professor;" Barber was "immediately excommunicated" from "the 
ch[ urc ]h of Christ which she has so wickedly dishonored." On a some-
what gentler note, the church promised to "again receive this excommu-
nicated member" if Barber would only admit her sin and repent. (She 
did not.)81 
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Women's second major transgression, religious separation, was an 
outgrowth of their oft-noted religious devotion. The congregation's will-
ingness to countenance the loss of some of its members to other churches 
did not include tolerating beliefs it considered beyond the theological 
pale. In March 1844, two years after joining by confession, twenty-two-
year-old Sarah Marie Moore declared that she no longer shared the 
beliefs of the Calvinist Church and wished to be dismissed to another, 
unspecified denomination. The church was unconvinced of the sincerity 
of Moore's change ofheart and postponed a decision until its committee 
could attempt to reclaim her. When Moore persisted in her new beliefs 
she was excommunicated. That same month Harriet Fales Hutchinson 
asked to be dismissed and recommended to the Unitarians. The ortho-
dox trinitarians of the Calvinist Church flady refused, stating it would 
be "inconsistent with our rules or our sense of duty" to sanction the 
desire to embrace what was to them a heretical church. Still Fales per-
sisted and, like Moore, was excommunicated. Nor were individuals free 
simply to leave the church. In 1842, twenty-two-year-old Fidelia Perry 
Peckham, who had joined by confession at the age of sixteen, asked to be 
dismissed because "her views on the doctrines of the Gospel had 
changed." She stopped attending services but did not request a recom-
mendation to another church; in effect, Peckham had declared her reli-
gious independence. The Calvinist Church would not accept this decision, 
and dispatched its committee to "visit and labor to reclaim her." One 
can only imagine Peckham's reaction when the earnest brethren kept 
turning up on her doorstep hoping to persuade her of the error of her 
secular ways. For two full years the church puzzled over the case before 
ultimately banishing Peckham. As it had with Nancy Barber, the con-
gregation propped the door open for Peckham's return should she give 
"satisfactory evidence of repentance & sincere piety." (She did not, ei-
ther)Y 
Excommunication was stricdy a religious punishment with nodi-
rect consequences in the secular world. However, those who flouted the 
church's moral code occasionally did find it interfering with their plans. 
This was especially true for women, whose youthful sins acquired new 
meaning when they became wives and mothers. Like Nancy Barber, Mary 
Stearns was accused of fornication, refused to repent, and was suspended 
from communion. But since the church would not banish a sinner with-
out giving her the opportunity to make amends, Stearns avoided Barber's 
fate, excommunication, by leaving town. Eight years later, Mary Stearns 
Keeping the Faith 41 
was Mary Holder, married and more settled in life, and wished to join a 
church in her new town. To obtain a dismissal and recommendation 
from the Calvinist Church, Holder had to resolve her uncertain status, 
left pending when she decamped years before. Holder made her confes-
sion by mail and was duly dismissed. Similarly, at some point Melinda 
Goodale Clark had been suspended from the church, an act whose con-
sequences she ignored at the time. When she later sought to transfer to 
a church in New Braintree, the Worcester church pointed to her out-
standing suspension. Clark dutifully confessed her sin by letter and was 
dismissed and recommended within a few months. 83 
Sinners who could not be redeemed in person or by post risked 
excommunication, a drastic and final solution that the church employed 
sparingly. The stakes were high: for the faithful, banishment meant spiri-
tual death. But if excommunication was generally rare, it was far more 
common for men than for women: men composed fourteen, or nearly 
two-thirds, of the twenty-two excommunications in the antebellum 
church. The number of men excommunicated is still more striking in 
light of the comparatively small number of male communicants. Al-
though churchwomen outnumbered churchmen by at least two to one, 
men were twice as likely as women to be banished from the church. 
Thus, while women composed the majority of the church, men com-
posed the majority of the disciplined. 84 The disproportionately male face 
of those drummed out of the church further emphasizes women's insti-
tutionalleadership. Although they were not permitted in the pulpit or 
on the Standing Committees, churchwomen utilized common fame ac-
cusations to exercise institutional power and to set and maintain the 
standard of Christian behavior. 
The practice of church discipline in the orthodox congregational 
Calvinist Church reveals that while the congregation assumed that 
women were more pious than men, and held female communicants to a 
higher standard of sexual purity, it was willing to reinstate those who 
confessed and repented their transgressions. The goal of discipline was 
not simple punishment but conformity to the female-dominated group. 
Sinful lapses had to be confronted and admitted but would not dog one's 
steps forever, as Mary Steams Holder and Melinda Goodale Clarke even-
tually discovered. The church did not expect communicants to always 
behave well. But it did demand that they acknowledge the mostly fe-
male congregation's authority to pass judgment. In a church in which 
women were a decided majority, and in which most accusations arose 
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informally as common fame charges, women were instrumental in es-
tablishing and maintaining the standard of Christian behavior. 85 
BuT CAN SHE VoTE? 
One final area of organization offers further evidence of the often con-
voluted nature of women's power in the antebellum churches. As we 
have seen, churchwomen had no official part in the selection of minis-
ters. The charter of the new Calvinist Church explicitly reserved the 
right to "elect ordain and settle" a minister to the brethren, three-fourths 
of whom had to agree upon a candidate. There was, however, an excep-
tion to the rule of men: the charter specifically granted to the Waldo 
women the right to nullify ministerial elections. The Waldos do not 
seem to have exercised their unique veto power, although it might not 
have been necessary for them to do so. Daniel Waldo sat on all ministe-
rial search committees and presumably would have gained his sisters' 
prior approval of candidates. 86 
But the Waldos were not the only women of the church to have a 
voice in the selection of the minister. Despite the charter's limiting clause, 
women voted in every ministerial election in the antebellum Calvinist 
Church. The church's first election in 1823 set the precedent when the 
women joined the men in standing to show their unanimous support for 
the Reverend Loammi Ives Hoadley. The women's endorsement was 
thereafter sought for all new ministers. The extension of the vote to the 
women of the church provoked no recorded comment or criticism; nor 
do church records indicate when the decision was made, or by whom. 
While such an act did not violate church laws or covenants, it was a 
decided break with tradition. Moreover, while some of the brethren oc-
casionally voted against confirmation, the sisters invariably voted unani-
mously to confirm the choice of the male search committee. 87 
The meager evidence of women's voting suggests at least two con-
trary interpretations. On the one hand, the extension of the vote to the 
women of the church, as well as their tendency to vote as a bloc, may 
indicate that women wielded real power in the decisions of a church in 
which they were a decided majority. Only men sat on the search com-
mittees and only men negotiated the terms of settlement. But the women 
of the church had numerous opportunities to air their criticisms and to 
express their preferences during the lengthy search process, which re-
quired candidates to meet with the parish and to audition for the pulpit 
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by delivering sermons, often over a period of several months. The women's 
unanimous support for the successful candidates may reflect extensive 
lobbying that eliminated unacceptable applicants prior to the final vote. 
On the other hand, it is possible that the churchwomen's sanction of 
ministers was purely perfunctory, essentially a hollow affirmation of a 
choice that had already been made by the brethren. 
Still, at a time when American politicians were extending the suf-
frage to most white men, but expressly not to women, it is significant 
that churchwomen voted at all and that they did so alongside the men. 
Moreover, the women's vote was considered sufficiently formal for the 
tally to merit inclusion in the church records. The participation of women 
in the antebellum Calvinist Church's ministerial elections likely was a 
result of its origin in dissent. The belief that a religious community ex-
isted only with the declared consent of each member, male and female, 
had been the purpose in forming the Calvinist Church. In their peti-
tions protesting the actions of the First Church, the Waldos and Salisbury 
defended their rejection of Charles Goodrich by stating that, since they 
had not consented to his election, they were not bound by his authority. 
The church these women founded sought to avoid the same mistake 
and thus required all church members to participate formally in the choice 
of a minister. At the very least, the congregation acknowledged that 
women had the right to help decide the future of the church, and dem-
onstrated confidence in women's ability to vote wisely. In the wake of 
the Second Great Awakening and the disestablishment of religion in 
Massachusetts, orthodox Congregational churches could thus be more 
democratic in practice than they appeared in principle. 88 
Whereas Worcester's churches were a focal point of community life in 
the late teens and early twenties, capable of generating passion sufficient 
to launch stones through Elizabeth Salisbury's windows, by the 1830s 
such was no longer the case. Indeed, religious animosity and religious 
fervor waned simultaneously. In 1827, the First Church and the Calvin-
ist Church reestablished friendly relations; in the 1840s, they jointly 
founded a third orthodox Congregational church, the Union Church. 
At the same time, diversity increasingly characterized Worcester's reli-
gious community. The Methodists organized in 1834, the Universalists 
in 1841, and the Episcopalians in the mid-1840s. The town's African 
Americans founded an Mrican Methodist Episcopal Zion church in 
the late 1830s, although some continued to worship with the older 
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churches. The Protestant monopoly broke when the Irish arrived in the 
1830s, and the first Catholic church was erected in the early 1840s. In 
1852, religious liberals organized the city's first free church, which be-
came a bastion of progressive politics when it hired as its pastor the 
abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson. By the 1850s, orthodox 
Congregationalists organized a downtown mission to minister to the 
poor and the intemperate. The churches themselves became umbrella 
organizations that included an expanding number of voluntary societies, 
some mostly social, others explicitly political. Women figured promi-
nently in these voluntary associations, such as sewing circles, that both 
shaped and were shaped by religious women's moral code. 
In the early nineteenth century, New England's Protestant churches 
were important centers of community life in which women were the 
majority and men the minority. The question was no longer when, or if, 
one experienced conversion but within what church and on whose terms. 
The much-noted feminization of American Protestantism did notre-
sult from women's numerical dominance, for they had long been the 
majority of church congregations. Nor can it be inferred from the more 
sentimental religious expression of the Second Great Awakening, for both 
sexes were drawn to the New Measures. Rather, religion was feminized 
when disestablishment confronted pious women with the unprecedented 
freedom and necessity to choose. It was this new opportunity to express 
themselves that gave force and meaning to women's numerical majority. 
The schism in Worcester's First Church illustrates how the ability 
of a few wealthy women to contest the election of a minister served as an 
opening wedge in cracking men's control of church affairs. The travail of 
the beleaguered Charles Goodrich demonstrates that, in an era of theo-
logical controversy and new religious options, male church authorities 
had to earn the respect of the women of the church, they could not 
assume it. A preacher who failed to grasp this lesson could find his min-
is~nd potentially his masculinity-assailed as "pretty'' and unim-
pressive. The founding of the Calvinist Church also suggests that pious 
women did not shy from challenging male authorities when confronted 
with what they perceived to be a threat to orthodoxy. Dissenting women 
drew upon their acknowledged spiritual equality to criticize, even to dis-
parage, the governance of a minister whom they did not respect. Their 
actions strengthen the argument for the feminization and democratiza-
tion of orthodox New England Protestantism, not just in terms of the-
ology and numbers of converts but also in practice. 
2 
Missionaries and More 
Women, Sewing, and the 
Antebellum Sewing Circle 
It is in the churches and chapels of the town that the ladies 
are to be seen in full costume; and I am tempted to believe 
that a stranger from the continent of Europe would be 
inclined, on first reconnoitering the city, to suppose that the 
places of worship were the theatres and cafes of the place. 
-Frances Trollope, 1832 
"'The 'Sewing Circle' has just departed, leaving nothing behind but con-
fusion and disorder," Caroline Barrett ofWorcester wrote wearily in her 
diary in March 1850. Despite the disarrayofher home, the twenty-one-
year-old schoolteacher, newly arrived in the city, was pleased with the 
gathering. She noted reflectively, "I have formed some new and pleasant 
acquaintances .... " But the sewing circle whose untidiness Barrett la-
mented was not only an avenue for friendship; it would also introduce 
her to new ideas and experiences. The histories of several of the sewing 
circles of antebellum Worcester reveal that the circle functioned for 
women as the political party functioned for men: it was a vehicle for 
expressing interests and concerns that embodied community, gender, and 
class loyalties.1 
Historians have recognized the importance of sewing circles in 
antebellum women's lives, as well as their financial support of numerous 
social causes. Antislavery sewing circles and their fundraising fairs have 
attracted particular scholarly attention. By the mid-nineteenth century, 
organizations such as the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society stood at 
the apex of a pyramid oflocal antislavery sewing circles, whose members 
were educated in the goals and principles of the national campaign. Yet 
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by the late 1850s, BFASS and the Boston Antislavery Fair fell under 
male control, while antislavery feminists developed an autonomous 
women's rights movement.2 
Sewing circles that were not dedicated to antislavery, however, were 
far more numerous and were similarly complex historical creations. Yet 
historians almost always characterize the benevolent sewing circles as 
traditional and ameliorist, as charitable organizations set apart from poli-
tics and rooted in a separate "woman's sphere." A study of women's or-
ganizations in antebellum Boston found that while the groups raised 
"sizable sums" for their churches, they were limited, ad hoc, and depen-
dent upon ministerial leadership. The Channing Circle of the United 
Federal Street Church, for example, "rarely made its own unassisted de-
cisions." Mary P. Ryan's study of Utica, New York, argues that the sew-
ing circles were part of a welfare network that helped to create and sustain 
the working class, yet the members "were only half aware of the social 
and economic implications of their altruism." Nancy Hewitt's analysis 
of Rochester, New York, finds three competing networks of social activ-
ism-benevolent, evangelical, and radical-and argues that ~nly the radi-
cals embraced controversial social issues. The others "did not, in fact 
seek social change at all, but continuity." In the 1850s the women's orga-
nizations were also subordinated to men's organizations. Finally, a re-
cent overview asserts that, as the wives of local mercantile elites, 
benevolent women "were not at all inclined to rock the boat." Scholarly 
interpretations thus tend to separate women's activism into the radical 
few, those interested in political reforms such as antislavery and femi-
nism, and the conservative many, whose local and ameliorist benevo-
lence was a male-controlled expression of class loyalties.3 
And yet the ubiquitous sewing circles themselves-and not the fairs 
they sponsored or the causes they supported-are rarely the subject of 
scholarly scrutiny. But it was precisely the internal dynamics of the com-
munity sewing circles that encouraged an interest in local and national 
reforms. Analysis of women's individual and group sewing in antebel-
lum Worcester finds that by the late 1820s this most traditional female 
labor had been both politicized and institutionalized, with significant 
implications for women's political development. 
Essential to the maintenance of a family's health and imbued with 
cultural notions of respectability, sewing was time consuming, demanded 
great skill, and involved women from every social class. Not all women 
married and not all women had children. But virtually all women, young 
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or old, rich or poor, free or enslaved, sewed. Indeed, for most of Ameri-
can history, the ability to sew was a benchmark of womanhood. Thus 
the antebellum redefinition of sewing signified the redefinition of wom-
anhood. In the colonial era, women gathered to work in informal set-
tings known as sewing bees; in the revolutionary era, they sewed for the 
patriot cause. In the early nineteenth century, however, a new institution 
appeared: the organized, constitutional, for-profit sewing circle. Its emer-
gence reveals a fundamental transformation in women's perception of 
their social place. Through the sewing circle women laid claim to the 
right to participate in the political and social development of the com-
munity, the nation, and the world.4 
Analysis of six of the sewing circles of antebellum Worcester re-
veals how this quintessentially feminine labor assumed political and so-
cial significance. During the crisis in the First Church from 1815 to 
1820, the members of the Female Reading and Charitable Society and 
the Praying Society, rival sewing circles, wielded their needles in defense 
of their chosen minister. In 1824, as partisan fervor waned, churchwomen 
founded a new sewing circle, the Worcester Female Association, to act 
as a conduit for donations to foreign missions. Three years later, the 
Worcester Female Samaritan Society, an organization that was gender-, 
age- and class-conscious, invited the women of the town to work to-
gether for the greater social welfare. In 1839, apparendy chafing under 
the leadership of their elders, the "young ladies" of the Calvinist Church 
founded the Centre Missionary Sewing Circle. Its unusually compre-
hensive records permit an in-depth analysis of the group's social and 
intellectual development as it moved away from a narrow focus on mis-
sionaries toward a broad interest in society, and added production for 
profit to production in kind. Also organized that same year was the 
Worcester Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle, a society that was not only profit-
oriented but explicidy political, and whose membership figured promi-
nendy in the national women's rights conventions held in Worcester in 
1850 and 1851. When the Civil War began, the many sewing circles of 
the city and county united under the banner of the Worcester Soldiers' 
Relief Society to support the Union war effort. 
The story of the sewing circles of antebellum Worcester does not 
find that women's groups necessarily followed a linear evolution from an 
interest in the parochial to a concern for the universal, although this was 
the case for some. But neither did they represent distinct nor competing 
networks with fixed class and social interests. Rather, the sewing circles 
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were overlapping and occasionally cooperative efforts; indeed, a woman 
might belong to several at once. By the 1850s the women's groups were 
supporting municipal reforms, such as the Children's Friend Society, and 
even the most conservative among them played a role in the city's emerg-
ing antislavery consensus. Employing the metaphor of the circle, which 
symbolically linked each woman to every other to create the one from 
the many, the women ofWorcester participated in social and political 
activism within an association that both honored women's work and 
enjoyed the sanction of custom. 
THE QylNTESSENTIAL FEMININE LABOR 
Through most of American history sewing was central to the female 
life. Learning to sew was an integral part of the training for womanhood 
and entailed painstaking hours of practice under the guidance of a mother, 
a relative, or a teacher. At the age of six or seven, girls began to make 
"samplers" of the various stitches and techniques demanded of a compe-
tent seamstress. As their skills progressed, they turned to making minia-
ture versions of adult clothing for their dolls. In 1829, seven-year-old 
Louisa Jane Trumbull of Worcester noted in her journal with satisfac-
tion, "I have made my doll a pretty pelisse with points before and be-
hind." Mastering the art of sewing was a rite of passage, a sign that a girl 
was mastering the skills of womanhood. Sarah Bigelow of Worcester 
was only six years old when her father wrote to her mother, "Your little 
darling Sarah is a good girl, and almost a little woman. I am glad she 
thinks of me so much, and that she employs so much of her time to 
make me a shirt." Sarah's father promised the child a new dress if she 
completed the project. Even as adults, women continued to refine their 
talents and learn new techniques, turning to one another as well as to 
traveling teachers, such as Mrs. Windsor, who came to town for three 
weeks in 1826 to teach the "Ladies ofWorcester" how to work lace.5 
Keeping the family neat, clean, and presentable was a woman's job, 
a practical necessity imbued with social meaning. Sunday schools of-
fered sewing lessons because it was a useful skill and because neatness 
was a badge of virtue. Louisa Jane Trumbull also associated sewing with 
good character when she reflected that her big sister" ... is quite a nice 
girl though rather lazy I must confess about sewing." In 1851, a Worces-
ter paper intoned solemnly, "when one sees a family of children going to 
school in clean and well mended clothing, it tells a great deal in favor of 
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their mother; one might vouch that those children learn some valuable 
lessons at home .... " By these terms, social respectability depended not 
on wealth but on a woman's labor. In 1847, Abby Kelley Foster, an abo-
litionist and a feminist, wrote to her husband of her plans to return to 
their Worcester farm. She sought to dissuade him from cleaning the 
house, writing "I would suspect whether you had not better wait till I 
come." Foster hoped to arrange for the assistance of a cousin, Avilda 
Ballou, "a very capable business girl," in setting the household in order. 
Topping the list of things to do was sewing: "Sewing, fitting up furni-
ture, cleaning house, cooking, in fine every thing .... Avilda and I can 
make [our home] decent and perhaps comfortable." For Abby Kelley Fos-
ter, as for other Americans, making a home respectable and homelike 
was a woman's job, and sewing was chief among its requirements. 6 
Women of all economic and social classes were expected to manu-
facture garments and to mend the inevitable rents and tears. Nancy Avery 
White was the daughter of a minister and the wife of a farmer in rural 
Westboro, Worcester county. Throughout her long life (she died in 1863 
at age 79), White kept a diary of her activities, which revolved around 
cooking, cleaning, going to church, and constant sewing. In April1808, 
White noted, "Friday 20. Mended some and clean'd house a little. Sat-
urday 21. Bak'd in the forenoon &mended in the afternoon. Sunday 22. 
Went to the meeting in the afternoon. Mr. Huntington preach'd. Mon-
day 23. Scour'd pewter-finished a couple of gowns." Sewing was both a 
chore and a pleasure, a task easily put down and picked up again while 
she coped with the rigors of farm and family life. One day found White 
dropping her work to extract the brindle cow from the cellar of the ice 
house where it had fallen on a rainy afternoon; on another she sewed 
while keeping an anxious eye on her baby, who was "very unwell." Simi-
larly, Eliza Earle Chase of Salem wrote to her family in Worcester that 
she had nursed her son through "a very severe attack of croup." For five 
long days she "did not leave him, day or night." When little Eddie began 
to recover, a relieved Chase "went to the sewing circle for an hour and a 
hal£ ... "7 
Sewing also was a preoccupation of women in highly privileged 
circumstances. In the eighteenth century, decorative or "fancy'' sewing, 
such as embroidery, became the hallmark of a true lady. But plain sewing 
continued to consume the time and energies of many wealthy women, at 
times to the exclusion of other interests. Although Elizabeth Tuckerman 
Salisbury was a wealthy woman married to an even wealthier merchant-
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at his death in 1829, her husband's estate was worth more than 
$300,00D-she made much of the wardrobe of her only surviving child, 
Stephen Jr. While at Harvard, young Stephen frequently wrote home 
asking for special foods, more money, and more clothes. Salisbury re-
sponded to the last by thriftily making over one of her husband's silk 
waistcoats to fit her son, warning him that his "old loose gown will do, 
till I have time to make the new one." When Stephen burst his panta-
loons while exercising, he sent them home for his fond mother to repair 
(along with his soiled laundry). There were limits, however, to Salisbury's 
maternal devotion, and when her son failed to appreciate her labor she 
was quick to correct him. When two pairs of made-over pantaloons were 
greeted with the comment that he would soon outgrow them, Salisbury 
replied, "I was disappointed that my present to you last week, of 2 pr 
Nankin pantaloons, were not rec'd with gratitude-more especially as 
they were made of an article which was not new, & intended merely for 
the present season-I hope you will acknowledge to me that you have 
found them very comfortable-." Further in the letter she softened, writ-
ing "Supposing as the weather has been very warm, that you have worn 
your Gown, a good deal, and of course that it is dirty, I have made you 
another ... ," which prompted her son to issue a graceful apology. Nor 
was Salisbury willing to work when she thought it unnecessary. To her 
son's repeated pleas for privacy curtains for his ground-floor dormitory 
room, Salisbury replied that he had no need for them as long as he re-
mained "in the path of duty."8 
Rebekah Scott Dean was the daughter of a well-to-do family from 
Charlestown, New Hampshire, who married a grown Stephen Salisbury 
and became Elizabeth Salisbury's daughter-in-law. Despite her husband's 
immense wealth-Stephen Salisbury II inherited the bulk of his father's 
estate-Rebekah Dean Salisbury described to her sister Catherine Dean 
Flint her plans to make his New Year present. But for Rebekah Salisbury, 
as for her mother-in-law, sewing was more than a hobby. It was a duty 
that took precedence over other activities, including her correspondence 
with her cherished older sister. As Salisbury wrote to Flint in 1841, "I 
believe I will not fill my letters with apologies for not having written you 
for so long a time, my dear Sister 'tho I think I am naughty. I have had a 
sewing fit come over me & have lived myself each day so that I have not 
felt like writing." Lydia Stiles Foster, a neighbor, knew whereof Salisbury 
wrote. The wife of a wealthy lawyer and politician, Foster enjoyed the 
assistance of servants in running her home. But it was her responsibility 
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to sew for the family. In 1838 Foster explained to her sister, Mary Stiles 
Newcomb, "I do not feel at all in the mood ofletter writing this morn-
ing, as I have been obliged to sew a good deal oflate, and, as usual, my 
eyes suffer for it." Even among the wealthier antebellum women, sew-
ing for the family was an enduring occupation. 9 
One of the great virtues of sewing was its flexibility, which enabled 
women to fit domestic production into the interstices of other pursuits. 
Sewing was especially well suited to cultivating the intellect since it oc-
cupied the hands in productive labor but left the mind free for contem-
plation. Nancy Maria Hyde, a schoolteacher, pondered the meaning of 
literary texts as she worked her needle; and later set down her fully ar-
ticulated thoughts in her journal. Of World without Souls Hyde com-
mented, "While I regret the personal and general depravity, which justifies 
a satire of such severity, I am led to doubt the efficacy of the weapon 
employed against it." Not long before her death from scarlet fever, Maria 
Allen ofWorcester sewed while a friend read aloud from Shakespeare. 
Over the span of "a fortnight," or fourteen days, the young women as-
siduously read their way through the plays of Richard II, Henry IV, 
Henry V, and Henry VI. Allen wrote to a friend that they had discov-
ered "this part of English History is very interesting and I feel desirous 
of making myself thoroughly acquainted with it." She then quizzed her 
correspondent, "What are you reading now? Have you seen an essay of 
MacAuley's on Frederick the Great? I am sure you would enjoy reading 
it." In early 1849, twenty-two-year-old Ann Jennison Barton ofWorces-
ter, newly married and settling into her role as wife and· housekeeper, 
noted briefly in her diary, ''Attended a sewing and reading meeting of 
the High St. neighbors." Godey's Lady's Book, a popular mass-circulation 
magazine, combined reading and sewing in a single format, publishing 
patterns alongside its short stories and serials. The early national and 
antebellum eras witnessed an explosion of interest among middle-class 
women in reading and writing, with significant long-term consequences. 
Many factors contributed to this development, including the ease with 
which women combined reading, sewing, and neighborliness.10 
Sewing was also one of the few skilled occupations open to women. 
Although dressmakers, milliners, mantua makers and "tailoresses" were 
notoriously underpaid, theirs was a profession in which only women 
catered to women. Moreover, dressmakers and milliners were also mer-
chants who sold wreaths, fake curls, trimmings, artificial flowers, rib-
bons, laces, plumes, handkerchiefs, shell combs, and, as one Worcester 
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·advertisement declared, "a variety of other articles too numerous to men-
tion." Eliza Bancroft, the daughter of a renowned Unitarian minister, 
worked as a milliner. In 1812, she charged $1.57 for"making and tacking 
[a] gown" and preparing the "lining for sleeves." Bancroft also ran the 
town's first "exclusive" dry goods store before her marriage to Whig poli-
tician John Davis. Dressmakers also had apprentices to whom they taught 
the trade. Twenty-two-year-old Caroline Cloyes, a milliner and mantua 
maker, recruited young women through notices in the local press indicat-
ing that she "Wanted: Four Young Ladies, to learn the above business." A 
competitor, milliner Nancy Wesson, sought only two apprentices.U 
Women who were not professional dressmakers also turned their 
skills to profit when the situation presented itsel£ One frontier woman 
raised the capital to establish the family farm by sewing shirts for Indi-
ans and gloves for soldiers. Rosalie Roos of Sweden, who toured the 
United States in the early 1850s, wrote home that she was running low 
on money and so had devised a plan: "I am going to make a vest in 
cornflower blue, have bought the material and silk for it, but not for the 
pleasure of giving it to one of my dear ones, but in order to try to sell it 
so that I may have some way of obtaining a little money." Adelaide Isham 
Crossman, a busy farm wife in South Sutton, Worcester county, made 
money sewing for the hired hands. In 1847 she recorded in her diary, "I 
cut a pair of pants for Jess Leonard .... I sewing on pants .... I finished 
Jess pants, .40." For much ofher life, Crossman noted, "I sewing on one 
thing & another."12 
Because learning to sew took years of effort and involved hours of 
tedious work, girls and women who did not expect to ever turn their 
skills to wage labor nevertheless valued their talents and proved reluc-
tant to work without some compensation. Louisa Jane Trumbull grew 
up in comfort as the daughter of the cashier ofWorcester's Central Bank. 
In 1834, at age thirteen, she was invited to visit a family friend, where, 
she noted, "I intend spending a week or two and I am to sew for her she 
said she would give me ninepence a day." Her mother, however, disap-
proved of Louisa Jane charging a friend for sewing, to which Louisa 
stoutly replied, "Ifl cannot I am sure I shall not waste my strength little 
as I have got in sewing for any one save mysel£ So unless I have some 
prospect of a remuneration be it ever so small for my services go I shall 
not."The quintessential feminine labor, sewing taught girls such as Louisa 
Jane Trumbull the values of discipline, hard work, and pride in their 
abilities.13 
Missionaries and More 53 
So central was sewing to women's lives that, according to contem-
poraries, a woman and her sewing were seldom parted except perhaps in 
church (although women did sew or knit during Bible classes). "Ameri-
can women, throughout all the backwoods, are the most industrious fe-
males I have ever seen," an English visitor remarked admiringly in the 
early 1820s, "the American farmer's wife makes every article of clothing 
for her whole family." City women were no slouches either, and com-
bined sewing with urban amusements. At one lyceum history lecture, 
half of the women sewed while the other half took notes. Indeed, a sew-
ing basket was so much an extension of its owner that the loss of hers 
prompted one Worcester woman to place a newspaper ad offering are-
ward for its return. The ad indicated that the sewing basket was also a 
purse in which the owner stashed such personal items as a bank note, 
several coins, two handkerchiefs "one silk and the other cotton," as well 
as "several other articles of no use to any one but the owner. "14 
Frances Trollope, an English woman who toured the United States 
in the late 1820s and early 1830s, described how American women were 
perennially sewing and commented tellingly, "The plough is hardly a 
more blessed instrument in America than the needle. How could they 
live without it?" Americans sewed even when company was present, the 
disdainful Trollope wrote, conceding that women did attempt to dis-
guise the prosaic nature of their work, in one case absurdly insisting that 
a shirt was actually a pillowcase. Still, Trollope agreed that sewing was a 
fault line of civilized womanhood, and to her mind an exhibit oflndian 
needlework proved that "they are perfecdy capable of civilization." Simi-
larly, English tourist Marianne Finch sought to rebut accusations that 
Paulina Wright Davis, a leader of the American women's movement, 
was "coarse, masculine, [and] overbearing" by emphasizing that Davis 
was "an excellent housekeeper, and an indefatigable needle-woman. "15 
Sewing also engaged the time of women in rather unusual circum-
stances. In 1835, Philadelphia's city officials grouped almshouse women 
by sewing skill: ward one housed "aged and helpless women in bad health"; 
ward two was reserved for "aged and helpless women who can sew and 
knit"; ward three was for "aged and helpless women who are good sew-
ers"; ward four held the more energetic "spinners." Similarly, Worcester's 
Lunatic Asylum, the first in the state, accommodated several hundred 
women in a second-floor "female gallery." In 1841, a trustee touring the 
facility noted that "A considerable portion of the females were absent 
from the galleries attending a sewing party," which the trustee hoped 
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would calm them. (Apparendy it did not always work, and one woman 
put her sewing notions to a different use: "She hung herself with a skein 
of yarn while many from the gallery were gone to church.") So intercon-
nected were sewing and nineteenth-century womanhood that the in-
ability to sew served as a marker of mental incompetence; New York 
City prostitutes sewed for their favorite customers; enslaved women used 
their needles to express their creativity; Emily Dickinson reversed the 
process and wrote poems about sewing. Sewing was, in sum, a badge of 
femininity expected of virtually all antebellum women.16 
Sewing also brought women together for communal labor. Sewing 
circles were the oldest and most common form ofNew England women's 
voluntary associations. The colonial Puritan economy depended upon 
the informal networks of exchange of its "good wives," and quiltings and 
sewing "frolics" were common. The American Revolution prompted 
women to offer their associated labor in the service of the nation. "Spin-
ning bees" spun wool into cloth to substitute for British imports while 
sewing circle members raised money for the cause, helped to clothe the 
revolutionary army, and wove patriotic themes into their needlework. 
Mter the Revolution, sewing circles continued to provide a venue for 
socializing and afforded farm women the all too rare opportunity to 
spend time with other women. However, in the antebellum years the 
sewing circle assumed an even greater importance as it emerged as a 
permanent, constitutionally based organization with explicit ties to so-
cial activism. From sewing to benefit one's family to sewing to benefit 
society was a charge many women eagerly embraced.17 
THE RisE oF THE FoR-PROFIT SEWING CIRCLE 
Diaries and letters from the early nineteenth century reveal a shift in the 
location, organization, and purpose of sewing as women increasingly 
associated it with non-domestic interests. The life ofNancy Avery White 
again exemplifies the pattern. Initially White integrated sewing into her 
domestic affairs, manufacturing her family's clothing by hersel£ When 
her daughters assumed the dress of adult women, White began to bring 
in others to assist her, for the production of gowns demanded more la-
bor and greater skill than did children's more shapeless clothing. White's 
desire to dress her daughters in a manner befitting their station prompted 
her to alter her routine, making sewing not an individual but a group 
enterprise. In the early 1830s, White joined her first sewing circle. Until 
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her death nearly thirty years later, the sewing societies were a central 
focus of her life. "I went to the sewing society and church meeting," 
White recorded in 1837 and again, "I went to the sewing society and 
prayer meeting." For Nancy White, and especially for her daughters, 
membership in a sewing circle became synonymous with interest in tem-
perance, foreign missions, and relief for the poor. "Catherine and [I?] 
collected money for the Missionary society," White wrote in 1838, and 
in 1839, "Catherine and Louisa and Avery went to hear a lecture by Dr. 
Channing read by Mr. Fisher." The sewing circle served a similarly po-
liticizing function for Lucy Stone of rural Brookfield, Worcester county. 
Stone recalled a visit by educator Mary Lyon, the founder of Mount 
Holyoke College, who urged circle members to support her proposed 
female seminary. Angered by Lyon's description of gender inequality in 
education and employment, Stone tossed her sewing aside and went on 
to a career as an abolitionist and feminist lecturer.18 The sewing circle 
thus linked women such as White and Stone to contemporary social 
issues as they reinterpreted sewing as a public act. 
By the 1860s, several generations of New England women had 
experienced sewing and social causes as two sides of the same coin. In-
deed, where the sewing circle ended and the reform society began was 
usually blurred. In the spring of 1861, White noted "Mr Lincoln was 
inaugurated" and a month later, "Elizabeth went [to collect] for the mis-
sionary cause-Mary went to sew for the soldiers." White's daughter 
Mary was but one actor in a cast of thousands. During the Civil War, 
sewing circles across the North churned out immense quantities of cloth-
ing and bandages for Union soldiers, held fundraisers, and filled barrels 
with desperately needed garments, blankets, medicine, and food. Dur-
ing Reconstruction, women's groups continued their work, sewing cloth-
ing for the freed slaves of the South. Beginning in the early national 
period, and with increasing momentum in the decades thereafter, the 
sewing circle moved women's labor beyond the realm of domestic pro-
duction to connect with larger social concems.19 
DUELING NEEDLES AND SOCIAL POLITICS 
The process by which many women became involved in social reform 
can be seen at work in Worcester. As early as 1815, the sewing circles of 
the First (Congregational) Church emerged as arenas for religious ri-
valry. In that year, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
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Missions (ABCFM), a national organization supporting Protestant mis-
sionaries, hit upon an innovative plan to encourage donations to its schools 
in India. The ABCFM announced that "any person, or society, may cause 
an orphan to be selected and educated, by paying thirty dollars, annually, 
till his education is completed." The genius of the scheme was in the 
details: along with the donation came the privilege of naming-or, more 
accurately, of renaming-the recipient of the scholarship. The opportu-
nity to make such a personal statement on behalf of religion sparked the 
formation of Worcester's Female Reading and Charitable Society 
(FRCS). The FRCS was a sewing circle composed of approximately 
fifty"Young Ladies, divided into several Associations" who wrote a consti-
tution, elected a slate of officers, and met twice a month to engage in 
"some useful employment" while listening to books read aloud. The 
members sold what they made at the circle and collected subscrip-
tions, and by 1817 had enough money to christen an ABCFM mission 
school child. As "a testimony of respect" the women decided to honor 
their minister, and named the child after the Reverend Charles A. 
Goodrich. 20 
The choice of name was significant for it signaled the women's 
loyalties in the crisis then unfolding within the First Church. In 1816, 
the selection of Goodrich to fill the pulpit upon the apparent resigna-
tion of the Reverend Samuel Austin had split the parish into highly 
acrimonious pro-Goodrich and pro-Austin factions. While the men of 
the church fought it out with the dissenters in numerous ecclesiastical 
councils, the women of the church took a more symbolic tack. By nam-
ing the mission child after Charles Goodrich, the members of the FRCS 
both supported an international religious campaign and unambiguously 
declared their allegiance to the pro-Goodrich majority. Meanwhile, a 
pro-Austin women's group, calling itself the Praying Society, retaliated 
by raising money to name a child after Samuel Austin. By 1817, a little 
Charlie Goodrich and a little Sammy Austin studying at mission schools 
halfway around the world were living emblems of the duel between the 
rival sewing circles of Worcester's schismatic First Church.21 
In the mid-1820s, the difficulties in the First Church were settled 
and the FRCS evolved into the Worcester Female Association (WFA), 
known variously as the Ladies' Association and the Worcester Female 
Foreign Missionary Association. Once more names proved symbolic, 
for although the sewing circle laid claim to local preeminence by titling 
itself the Worcester Female Association, in actuality it was composed of 
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members of the First Church. Its goal was similarly ambitious: "to con-
vey light and knowledge to that part of the earth that now dwells in 
darkness and in shadow" by supporting ABCFM missions. Yet whereas 
the earlier sewing circles had been producers, the women of the WFA 
were hunter-gatherers, who concentrated upon collecting money from 
other church members. For these women, the sewing circle was simply 
the most obvious way to organize; it was not itself a vehicle for produc-
tion and members neither made goods for sale nor held fundraisers. They 
did, however, serve in office, and the WF.Ns leadership structure con-
sisted of a president, a vice-president, a treasurer, a secretary, and more 
than a dozen collectors. Moreover, the women eventually took over the 
leadership role initially filled by the minister. Until1836, the minister 
opened the group's meetings with prayer, but afterward the officers as-
sumed this responsibility. The WFA thus provided women with hands-
on organizational experience, a function every sewing circle served. Not 
only was a generation of women in Worcester thus accustomed to view-
ing other women as leaders, but many themselves bore the title "Ma-
dame President."22 
Although the members of the WFA appear to have been assertive 
within the sewing circle, the group was not otherwise especially ambi-
tious. Only once in the WF.Ns first twenty-five years did the annual 
collection exceed one hundred dollars, and usually it averaged far less. 
Nor at first did the women control the money; indeed, they did not even 
send it to the ABCFM themselves. Rather, the treasurer turned the col-
lections over to "its parent society;" the all-male Worcester Central As-
sociation Auxiliary for Foreign Missionary Societies, the local branch of 
the ABCFM. In 1848, for example, WFA Treasurer Hannah]. Brooks 
noted that she had forwarded their collection to the "Gentleman's Asso-
ciation'' and "consequently,yourTreas. is unable to report from that Dis-
trict." In return for the donation, the WF A received the Missionary Herald 
and copies of the ABCFM's annual reports. But their lack of control 
over the money gave the women a sense that it had disappeared into a 
void. In the early 1850s, the WFA voted to cut "its parent society" out of 
the loop and although the money ultimately arrived at the ABCFM, it 
made a few stops along the way. In 1852, for example, the circle spent 
most of its annual collection to make Margarette E. Smith, the widow 
of the former pastor, an honorary member of the ABCFM; in 1854, 
they did the same for Helen James, the wife of the current pastor. By the 
1860s, the women had run out of ministers' wives to honor and began to 
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make each other honorary members. From lauding the efforts of others 
to recognizing the work of their own, the women of the WFA increas-
ingly acknowledged the value of their own contributions.23 
The Worcester Female Association, which concentrated on accu-
mulation rather than production, was one model for a benevolent soci-
ety for which the sewing circle dictated the form but not the function. A 
sewing circle formed three years after the WFA adopted the more ag-
gressive tactics of the Female Reading and Charitable Society and the 
Praying Society. In the fall o£1827, the Spy announced the formation of 
the Worcester Female Samaritan Society (WFSS). Headlined "TO THE 
BENEVOLENT," the notice stated that requests for assistance from 
the needy of the town had led "the Ladies ofWorcester" to propose the 
formation of a society "the object of which shall be to inquire into the 
situation of such as apply for relief, and thereby render the distribution 
of charity more equal and more effectual." All those interested were to 
meet in the vestry of the Calvinist Church the following Monday after-
noon "in order to adopt a Constitution, and elect Officers to manage the 
concerns of the Society."24 
The association that was organized that Monday in October was a 
combination of a sewing circle and a welfare society, and although the 
newspaper notice suggested that it was an interdenominational effort, in 
reality the WFSS was dominated by members of the new Calvinist 
Church. Declaring "it is a well-known fact that the poor inhabitants of 
our village have increased within a few years," organizers concluded that 
welfare in Worcester was both inadequate and ineptly administered. 
Whereas "in some cases of distress the relief afforded has been short of 
the actual wants," the women maintained, in other cases "the supply has 
exceeded what the case required." It was their intent to "render the dis-
tribution of charity more equal and more efficient. "Thus did the women 
of the WFSS explicitly criticize the handling of a vital social service by 
the officials of their town and assert that they could, and would, do bet-
ter. The "Ladies" proposed to "clothe the destitute, to provide bedding 
and other necessaries for the sick, and occasionally to assist in purchas-
ing fuel." They took aim at assisting not the terminally indigent-the 
almshouse was more appropriate for them, the women noted-but those 
in temporary need of assistance, "who in health supported themselves, 
but in sickness require aid which must be immediate to prove availing. 
Strangers too come under our consideration, nor are the widow and fa-
therless to be forgotten." However, it was not the poor in general in 
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whom the WFSS was chiefly interested, but poor women, as indicated 
by their exclusive use of the feminine pronoun to refer to those in need. 25 
The organizers of the WFSS created a liberal leadership infra-
structure of a president, a secretary, a treasurer, twelve assistants, and a 
Prudential Committee "selected from the elderly ladies of the church," 
which was to swing into action when "there is a doubt as to the expedi-
ency or propriety of relieving the object, who has applied for assistance." 
At the monthly meetings the members of the circle were to "cut and 
prepare garments" for the needy, and if the demand for assistance were 
great "those members who have most leisure" must agree to work over-
time. Each member was also personally responsible for certifying the 
eligibility of applicants and "for the safe return of all articles loaned," 
such as bedding and blankets.26 
The WFSS catered primarily to the interests of the better estab-
lished, older women of the Calvinist Church, such as Elizabeth 
Tuckerman Salisbury. The annual membership dues, fifty cents, were 
relatively steep compared to other women's groups; moreover, the re-
peated references to the membership as "ladies," as opposed to "young 
ladies," as well as the restriction of the Prudential Committee to the 
"elderly ladies," emphasized the group's class and age hierarchies. Al-
though the WFSS had been announced with a great fanfare in 1827, the 
circle subsequendy kept few records and by the 1840s was eclipsed by 
another organization associated with the Calvinist Church. In 1839, the 
younger generation founded its own sewing circle, which was at once 
more democratic, more egalitarian, and more ambitious than those that 
had come before. Its unusually extensive records permit a rare in-depth 
reading of the ways in which a sewing circle stimulated antebellum 
women's interests in social and political reform.27 
A CASE STUDY: THE CENTRE MISSIONARY SEWING CIRCLE 
On November 21, 1839, twenty-nine "young ladies" founded the Cen-
tre Missionary Sewing Circle ( CMSC). They too drafted a constitution, 
elected officers, and committed the membership to "united benevolent 
effort and mutual acquaintance." The women's purpose was expressly to 
assist foreign missionaries to "win over the unhappy subjects of the Prince 
of darkness." Inspired by stirring accounts of the exploits of Protestant 
missionaries, the women vowed to do their part for the worldwide effort 
through financial support and prayer.28 Twice a month, from two o'clock 
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in the afternoon until nine o'clock in the evening, the circle gathered in 
the homes of its members. The women did plain and fancy sewing and 
displayed the work for sale in a "show box" at the American Temperance 
House, a popular Worcester meeting place. The officers reinvested a 
portion of the profits in new materials and donated the balance to the 
ABCFM. Arguing that" ... the Missionary Enterprize is soon, to be-
come the absorbing interest of all civilized nations" and was "destined to 
triumph," the members considered themselves foot soldiers in an inter-
national religious campaign and looked forward to the day when they 
would meet "souls in Heaven, redeemed thro[ugh] our exertions." De-
claring expansively that "Our 'field is the world,'" the women calculated 
that roughly "800,000,000 of our fellow beings" were waiting for "the 
bread oflife" that they would help to provide. Their interest was timely, 
the women explained, for in the late 1830s the ABCFM faced an "em-
barrassed state of the treasury" as a result of the Panic of 1837. The 
ABCFM's distress roused the women to "new and vigorous exertions!" 
to support what they proprietorially referred to as "our Board."29 
The missionary cause was also appealing because the women were 
convinced that Protestantism was a unique force to raise women's status 
worldwide. Such a faith was widely embraced by evangelicals and re-
flected a deeply ingrained sense of their own cultural and racial superi-
ority. But it also testified to the aspirations of evangelical women to 
improve the status of their sex generally, and, by implication, their own 
status. The result was a powerful stimulus for reform that yielded a re-
flexively woman-centered perspective. Indeed, so strongly did the mem-
bers identify with the central figure of Christianity that their rhetoric 
muddled the distinctions between Jesus and themselves: "The humble, 
self-denying Christian will always find some way to honor that Savior 
who was meek & lowly, shrinking from no fatigue or pain, who bled & 
died for him, tho sometimes he may be anxious & properly to have his 
sphere of usefulness enlarge." Was it Jesus who was anxious about en-
larging "his sphere of usefulness,'' or was it the "humble, self-denying 
Christian" such as themselves? The women concluded: "We are not at-
tempting to do great things in the eyes of the world, but if the prayer of 
faith attend our earnest efforts, we shall receive a large reward."30 
The members of the CMSC were also concerned with their own 
intellectual and moral development. To guard against excessive chatting, 
the "reproach to our sex," the women resolved to sew to the accompani-
ment of an appropriately uplifting text. The Missionary Herald, the Mis-
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sionary Offering, and reports from the ABCFM kept them up to date on 
the cause for which they labored. The circle also enjoyed tales of mis-
sionaries battling heathenism in exotic locales and was especially fond of 
narratives written by or featuring pious women triumphing over adver-
sity through the strength of feminine virtue. The women admired the 
fiction of Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose father, the Reverend Lyman 
Beecher, had presided at the dedication of their church, as well as the 
fiction and advice books by their former pastor, the Reverend John S.C. 
Abbott. Best of all, however, were their own thoughts and opinions, for 
they filled the hours oflabor with lively conversation, occasionally to the 
annoyance of the woman reading aloud. 31 
The decision to organize the CMSC was in part a response to the 
impersonality that increasingly characterized their community, then in 
the throes of economic and demographic expansion. Mter decades of 
slow growth, Worcester's population increased seventy percent between 
1820 and 1830, and sixty-two percent between 1830 and 1835, largely 
as a result of its location at the crossroads of newly built railroad lines 
connecting metropolitan Boston with western Massachusetts and New 
York. From 1840 to 1855, the population nearly tripled; moreover, move-
ment in and out of town was even greater than the absolute numbers 
suggest.32 As new faces appeared and disappeared at services with dis-
concerting regularity, the congregation struggled to maintain a sense of 
community. As the minister remarked one Sunday, "[O]nly about one 
third of those whose names were given me on my coming here remain 
with us ... yet the actual number of the congregation is twenty-five per 
cent higher." While the brethren formed Standing Committees to draw 
up accurate membership rosters, the sisters organized a sewing circle to 
bring together those "whose various callings in life seldom permit them 
to meet elsewhere" in "one common aim, viz. to do good," and they 
actively recruited new members. The sewing circle not only raised money 
for a cause but converted strangers into friends and colleagues, united by 
a shared ideology and a commitment to benevolence.33 
The nearly one hundred married and sixty single women who for-
mally subscribed to the antebellum circle can be broadly described as 
middle class. Most of the women were married and lived in homes sepa-
rate from their husband's place of employment. More than half of the 
husbands were professionals (such as lawyers, physicians, or teachers), 
merchants, or manufacturers, but nearly forty percent were skilled arti-
sans (such as carpenters, masons, or machinists). There were at least five 
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widows, while most of the single women were the daughters of mem-
bers and lived in the parental household. Within the circle the women 
recognized a hierarchy that combined an appreciation of moral author-
ity with a meritocracy rewarding hard work. Nearly one-quarter of the 
women, usually those married to a merchant or a skilled worker, were 
members for more than five years. The circle's officers were drawn mostly 
from this group, but single women were also elected to office and sat on 
all of the committees. For the first few years Hannah Sweetser, the 
minister's wife, served as circle president. When Sweetser retired in 1844, 
the women elected Mary Banister, married to the city's postmaster, presi-
dent and Sarah Goulding, a machinist's wife, vice president. As secre-
tary the members chose Sarah Waldo Taylor, a schoolteacher. In the 
society's second and third decades, tenure in office decreased while the 
ratio of leadership positions increased from one officer for every five 
members in 1839 to one for three by 1854. The proliferation of office 
holding reflected a desire to reward members for their labor, but was 
also an acknowledgment of the increased responsibilities that came with 
the group's involvement in politics and poor relie£ The CMSC, like 
other sewing circles, provided a way for women in Worcester to gain 
experience directing a moneymaking voluntary society.34 
Women founded and ran the sewing circle but men were welcome. 
In rural areas, where a gendered division oflabor was less common well 
into the nineteenth century, men were known to help "put in a quilt." As 
boys, Samuel Swett Green and his brother, sons of a local physician, 
were taught worsted embroidery. Others learned to knit. In 1839, Levi 
Lincoln Newton ofWorcester, a student at Harvard College, wrote to 
his sister that he had attended a fair where "One of the first things sold 
in the morning was a pair of baby's socks, I understood, knit by a Cam-
bridge student last vacation, while he was sick." Whether it was the skill 
of the knitter or the sex of the knitter that made the socks so popular is 
hard to say.35 
More typically; gendered spheres oflabor divided the sewing circles 
temporally. At the sewing circle of Maine midwife Martha Ballard, the 
fifteen women who sewed in the afternoon were joined in the evening 
by twelve men for a social gathering, and the CMSC followed this pat-
tern. From the very beginning, men attended the convivial teas that of-
ten capped the afternoons of labor. Soon the women decided that the 
men would have to pay if they wanted to play. In 1843, the CMSC 
extended honorary membership to "those gentlemen in the habit of 
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meeting with us" if they paid the regular annual dues of twenty-five 
cents. In effect, the women had created a men's auxiliary: the all-male 
honorary members were subordinate to the all-female full members and 
all-female officers. The men were not expected to work but neither were 
they given any say in running the circle; however, in the evening the 
men did raise their voices in song. Male membership was substantial, 
ranging from more than one quarter of the total membership to about 
one third. Most were husbands of members but the proportion of single 
men grew from thirty-four percent of all male members in 1849 to forty-
four percent in 1856, perhaps because the teas offered a genteel setting 
for courtship. But men also savored the companionship of the circle, and 
although George Dresser and David Hitchcock followed their wives 
into the CMSC, they remained after they were widowed.36 
The presence of so many men at the women's sewing circle is still 
more significant in light of the men's reluctance to form their own mis-
sionary society. In September 1839, two months before the CMSC was 
founded, the brethren of the Calvinist Church voted against organizing 
a "Gendemen's Missionary Association, having reference only to the 
Gendemen" and instead took up a collection for the ABCFM. When 
the women founded the sewing circle shortly thereafter they were more 
exclusive, and while they encouraged the men to join them for tea they 
did not initially welcome men as members. The sewing circle was thus 
an organization that subverted the prevailing gender hierarchy: in the 
circle, the women voted, made policy decisions, and invited the men to 
entertain them. The pattern was not unique to the CMSC; indeed, it 
seems to have been common. The Tatnuck Ladies Sewing Circle, orga-
nized in 1847 in the Tatnuck section of town, was similarly structured. 
Moreover, despite its name, the Ladies and Gendemen Literary Asso-
ciation of East Haddam, Connecticut, also founded in 1847, was a sew-
ing circle dedicated to raising money for books. Membership was open 
to both sexes but only the women worked, only the women voted, and 
only the women were elected to leadership positions. In 1853, the women 
acknowledged their centrality by changing the group's name to "The 
Ladies Literary Association" even though they continued to receive men 
as dues-paying members. As these examples suggest, in the first half of 
the nineteenth century the traditional sewing circle was transformed. 
Within the circle, as a result of her skill with a needle, the woman was 
a moneymaker and the man an auxiliary diversion after the work was 
completed. 37 
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The CMSC's local prominence quickly intensified. From its origi-
nal twenty-nine members in 1839, the society swelled to seventy within 
three years, and by 1850 one hundred and twenty women and men 
crowded together in the evenings. But such stellar success provoked a 
brief retrenchment. In part, it had become increasingly difficult to find 
hosts with sufficiendy ample parlors and pantries. More important, how-
ever, the group's popularity precipitated worry about declension, for al-
though the evening social hours were consistendy well attended, the 
afternoons oflabor were less so. The women interpreted the falling away 
as a test of the character of"true New England females" and resolved to 
forego the more elaborate teas in favor of simpler gatherings where they 
would partake of"nice bread & butter & many varieties of cake. "38 
Work was at the heart of the circle's mission and by making and 
selling clothes and embroidered goods, the women tentatively ventured 
into the antebellum market, where they learned both the problems and 
the pleasures of making money. The CMSC started out tailoring clothes 
for the family of a missionary "in a very. destitute situation." Within a 
few weeks they had finished the task and cast about for a new project. 
Encouraged by their industry, the members decided to make and sell 
items for cash to send to the ABCFM. For a year the circle met fort-
nightly, manufacturing a variety of "caps, collars, dickies, aprons, 
needlebooks, penwipers, safeguards, &J:." as well as quilts, stockings, men's 
shirts, and children's clothing. As the pile of assorted goods grew higher, 
the women contemplated with pleasure how "the mite" they earned would 
"ere long gladden the heart and relieve the wants of the destitute and 
needy." But trading their hard-won skills for cash taught them what the 
less fortunate knew well: that the market litde valued women's labor. At 
the end of their first year, the women were dismayed to learn that their 
hundreds of hours of labor had yielded a net profit of thirteen dollars. 
The members had not expected to make a lot of money but apparendy 
neither had they anticipated that "their mite" would be quite so small. 
The women sought comfort in falling back upon a value system that 
measured their work not in "dollars & cents" but in a more familiar moral 
currency. The circle's meetings, they reassured one another, encouraged 
worthwhile "social & friendly feelings" and stimulated a commendable 
interest in missionarywork.39 
Yet the women were clearly taken aback to discover that while 
their social talents were recognized and rewarded, witness the popular-
ity of the evening teas, their hours oflabor were not, as evidenced by the 
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echo in their treasury. They responded in two ways. First, they reproached 
themselves for not working hard enough; at the root of their difficulties 
was "a want of individual effort." Shouldering the blame permitted the 
women to sustain their faith in their ability eventually to use the market 
to their own ends. Second, the circle diversified its goods, emphasizing 
the more laborious but more lucrative "fancy work" in lieu of plain sew-
ing. By so doing the women hoped "to attract purchasers and thus realise 
the profits of our labor" that had thus far eluded them. The group also 
considered setting up a second show box but settled upon enlarging the 
one it already had. Despite these adjustments, the second year oflabor 
was even less remunerative and the group earned but ten dollars.40 
One obstacle to successful fundraising was that the CMSC vied 
with other associations for the time and energy of its members. Temper-
ance rallies, lyceum lectures, and church meetings drew upon the same 
body of adherents; political contests, military musters, and civic celebra-
tions also sapped attendance. The New England climate created further 
complications when winter's cold, summer's heat, and the "Equinoctial 
storms" of the spring and fall turned Worcester's unpaved streets into icy 
or muddy sloughs that posed physical barriers to a membership garbed 
in voluminous gowns and traveling mostly by foot, often with small chil-
dren in tow. "We have been completely blocked up by the snow, & now 
we have a light snow covering the ice, & occasionally making people 
more humble than is agreeable to them," wrote circle member Lydia 
Stiles Foster to her sister during the winter of 1843. "Yesterday, going to 
church ... I found myself compelled to sit down on the sidewalk rather 
quicker & harder than was at all pleasant .... "One year, fully one-third 
of the meetings were canceled and months could pass without a single 
gathering. Until the group established a preeminent claim upon its mem-
bers, it could not reasonably expect to reach its goal.41 
Had the women resigned themselves to a minor role in their cho-
sen cause, they might have continued to meet intermittently, earn money 
almost incidentally, and enjoy their social exchange. Instead, their fail-
ure goaded them to greater ambition. Displaying an entrepreneurial flair 
common among Worcester's business community, the women trans-
formed the organization in its third year by revamping their goals and 
tactics. The CMSC had been forwarding its meager profits to the 
ABCFM but the women now realized that the group's lack of commit-
ment was linked to its invisibility. "There has been so little [money] 
raised by us, and so often the interest in our meetings has flagged," the 
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secretary explained, "that we believe it advisable for ourselves to try some 
new plan." In January 1842, the women made two critical decisions: to 
disburse the money themselves and to "work for a more definite object." 
Insisting they meant no reflection on the ABCFM-"we still believe 
that the Secretaries of the Am. Board would devote the money quite as 
judiciously as ourselves" -the women justified their decision by empha-
sizing the insignificance of their monetary contributions. But such rheto-
ric obscures what was in reality a radical departure: the women had 
rejected their initial presumption that the profit of women's labor was 
properly controlled by the men of the ABCFM.42 
But if not the ABCFM, then whom? Alarming reports in the mis-
sionary press that "the meddlesome policy of the Jesuits" was making 
inroads among the Armenians, "the finest body of Christians in the East," 
emboldened the circle to subsidize the education of a mission school 
student. (There was no suggestion that renaming the student influenced 
their decision.) In the summer of 1842, the women read the journal of 
the Reverend Cyrus Hamlin, excerpted in the Missionary Herald, and 
concluded that his school at Constantinople was "unusually promising." 
A year's tuition and board amounted to sixty-five dollars, a substantial 
sum, the women acknowledged, "compared with our past efforts," but 
one they were sure was within their reach.43 
To accomplish this more ambitious goal the women overhauled 
their marketing strategy. Instead of passively waiting for customers to 
wander by the show box, the circle decided to sell more aggressively by 
holding a fair. A year's diligent labor yielded "a great variety of useful & 
ornamental articles" that the women arranged "in a tasteful manner" in 
the public rooms of the American Temperance House. The CMSC de-
lightedly collected forty-five dollars, which, when added to its outstanding 
balance, was "more than sufficient." With great ceremony, the secretary 
forwarded the funds to the Reverend Hamlin, requesting that he bestow 
it upon a student "whom we may regard in the light of a 'protege.'"44 
The fair was a turning point. Exhilarated by their success, the 
women redoubled their efforts. The Reverend Hamlin was profuse in 
his thanks, explaining that, compared to the "pure unmitigated unblushing 
selfishness" of the Jesuits, the women's efforts were proof of the power of 
disinterested benevolence. Hamlin also informed them that he had se-
lected Simon Bedrozen, "a pious young man," to receive their scholar-
ship. The women had sought a "more definite object" for their benevolence; 
now they had a name and a history to attach to the fruits of their labor. 
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Not content with one protege, they pondered taking on two; circle meet-
ings were held more regularly and were better attended; the group had 
at last won the primary loyalty of its members. The women continued to 
fill the show box for incidental sales, and to send clothes to missionaries, 
but concentrated on producing goods for the annual fair, eventually add-
ing a for-profit tea. To boost revenues still further, the circle began ad-
vertising the fairs, as well as scheduling them so as to take advantage of 
special events, such as the Cattle Show "when on account of strangers 
expected, [the goods] may meet with a ready sale." As a result of these 
adjustments, profits soared from thirteen dollars in 1842 to three hun-
dred dollars in 1852. By 1853, when a single fair netted nearly two hun-
dred dollars, the women deemed their efforts "not ... a totalfailure."45 
Making goods to sell for cash also required the women of the circle 
to be reliable and disciplined workers, who arrived on schedule and la-
bored diligently for the time allotted. It proved to be something of a 
struggle. Members were often laggardly in paying their dues, sometimes 
did not bother to participate in decision-making, and too frequently 
straggled in late. Provoked by what she viewed as a "growing informal-
ity," secretary Sarah Waldo Taylor rebuked the membership in her 1844 
annual report. "Every one will acknowledge that some degree of system 
is necessary in managing the concern of any society," Taylor wrote po-
litely but pointedly. "The rules & regulations to wh[ich] each member 
voluntarily subscribes may be regarded as links in the chain, wh[ich] 
holds that society together." To encourage the members to work in a 
more disciplined fashion, Taylor utilized a metaphor she hoped would 
appeal to their imaginations. Rules and regulations did not simply bind 
the circle together, Taylor wrote, they were "the machinery by wh[ich} that 
Society seeks to accomplish its ends. It is true, that in our Sewing Circles the 
links of the chain are few; the machinery extremely simple. But it is 
then, the more necessary that such few regulations as we have, should be 
observed, otherwise, we shall fail to accomplish our object .... " Taylor 
was then twenty-four years old, a public school and Sunday school teacher. 
Piety was a family tradition: her parents, Samuel and Lydia Taylor, who 
owned a jewelry store, were among the original subscribers of the Cal-
vinist Church and her brother, Samuel Austin Taylor, was a missionary 
in Syria. The daughter of merchants and the sister of a missionary, 
Sarah Taylor brought the two together by encouraging within the sew-
ing circle a businesslike approach to benevolence. Taylor's many social 
reform efforts were cut short when she married and moved from Worces-
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ter, dying in childbirth in 1849 at the age of twenty-nine. But Sarah 
Taylor's approach lived on in the growing business orientation of the 
CMSC.46 
Even as they exulted in the success of their endeavors, the women 
felt twinges of guilt. The money was proof of their sober industry and 
was vital to the missionary cause. But the drive to maximize profits pro-
voked a concern that their benevolence had lost its disinterested, or self-
less, dimension. In the wake of a lively debate over whom to bless with 
their funds, the members paused to reflect, "do we need the reward in 
prospect to incite us to benevolence and kindness? Is not the happiness 
we experience ... in doing a kind act an ample compensation, a suffi-
cient motive for perseverance?" In fact, the women were disturbed to 
realize that pride in fundraising, not happiness in doing a kind act, had 
led them to persevere. And this raised the ticklish issue of gender. The 
women of the circle were chary of applying allegedly "masculine" virtues 
to themselves and confessed repeatedly their difficulties in overcoming 
an "aversion to business" owing to their "natural delicacy & timidity." 
Such self-deprecation was somewhat perfunctory, for the women were 
plainly delighted by their "activity and skill." But to resume an appropri-
ate feminine modesty they diminished their actions rhetorically; and the 
result was a peculiarly bifurcated narrative. Celebrations of their profi-
ciency at fundraising alternated with descriptions of the cosmic Chris-
tian battle between good and evil in which they played a very humble 
role. Thus even as they boasted that their group was a "large society, 
large in the community'' the women hastened to add "small in the world." 
As justification for engagement in worldly concerns, religious activism 
was, for these orthodox Calvinists, a double-edged sword. 47 
Yet as the women became more familiar with producing goods for 
profit, their self-consciousness yielded to self-confidence. The circle's 
experiences had taught the Horatio Algeresque lesson that "whatever 
[we] wished &attempted, [we] could carry forward to a successful ter-
mination." The women urged one another "to take an interested part in 
the necessary business transactions" and to that end made each member 
responsible for a portion of the year's scholarship goal. (It is not clear 
what, if anything, happened if a woman did not meet her quota.) An-
other sign of self-confidence was the cash value they assigned to their 
labor. In 1849, the circle outfitted one of its members, Esther Howland, 
who proposed to become an ABCFM missionary. When Howland's 
"plans for life changed," the circle deemed it "just & proper" to accept 
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payment for the clothes it had made for her. Production for profit thus 
confronted the women of the CMSC with previously unexamined in-
consistencies in their roles. The worldly competed with the spiritual; 
ambition with self-denial; assertiveness with passivity; pride with mod-
esty. The women ultimately resolved these conflicts by rejecting a pas-
sive piety in favor of an entrepreneurial activity.48 
For three years the members of the CMSC basked in their role as 
champions of an international Protestant crusade, believing that "while 
laboring more particularly for one portion of this vast field of the world, 
we are at the same time benefitting the whole." In 1846 they noted 
abruptly, and without explanation, that "our engagement with Mr. Hamlin 
is ended," and with it their attention turned closer to home. When the 
president proposed that the circle resume an emphasis on missionaries 
and their families, the members reluctantly agreed for want of an alter-
native "more worthy of our interest." But donating goods in kind, women's 
traditional form ofbenevolence, was evidently less satisfying than manu-
facturing goods for sale, women's newer form ofbenevolence, for atten-
dance at the circle plummeted by seventy percent. The women's flagging 
enthusiasm rekindled briefly when Esther Howland thought to become 
a missionary; indeed, so interested were the women in sending one of 
their own into the field properly attired that they canceled plans to assist 
a Reverend Tucker in Maine, mollifying him with a box of clothing. 
When Howland changed her mind, the circle was left uncertain as to its 
next move. By the fall of 1849, the circle's tenth anniversary, the heady 
days of raising money for a global Christian campaign had passed, re-
placed by desultory efforts at crafting shirts and stockings for impover-
ished frontier ministers.49 
Within months the members had hatched a new scheme. In Janu-
ary 1850, the women shifted their attention to a more immediate con-
cern. "New England is indeed the glory of all lands," the secretary wrote, 
"but who can estimate the amount of poverty sin & suffering perpe-
trated & endured even here." With renewed zeal the circle announced 
its intention to undertake a "wise & well directed effort ... to alleviate 
some small portion of human misery'' in Worcester. But much to their 
surprise the minister, the Reverend Seth Sweetser, pronounced himself 
"decidedly against" diverting money and goods originally earmarked for 
missionaries to the city's poor. It was not that Sweetser did not support 
benevolent work. In his eulogy for a local philanthropist, Sweetser fully 
endorsed public charity, asserting "Here then is the great demand of 
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God upon us, that we live to do good," and he urged his congregation 
actively to cultivate benevolence for fear that "the opportunity will be 
gone before the good deed is perfected." Sweetser also supported women's 
benevolent work and characterized Dorothea Dix, a former Worcester 
resident, as a "benefactor of society." The Reverend Sweetser was, how-
ever, a firm believer in duty, insisting that "In whatever sphere of life 
God calls us to act ... we must train ourselves to excellence in that 
department." It is possible that the minister considered the CMSC right-
fully called to act on behalf of missionaries, not the city's poor. It is also 
possible that he did not consider the local poor, many of whom were 
Irish Catholics, sufficiendy deserving. Sweetser had no veto power over 
the circle's decisions but its members took seriously the moral authority 
of their spiritual shepherd. In 1838, the women had thrown their unani-
mous support behind Sweetser's election to their pulpit and he and his 
wife Hannah, a former circle president, remained popular with them. 
Unsure what course to pursue in the face of their minister's unaccus-
tomed opposition, the women retreated from their (to them) novel pro-
posal and dutifully made clothes for a theology student at Amherst 
College. 5° 
But an undercurrent of resentment at the minister's interference 
still swirled. Sweetser did not understand that the group's success re-
quired its members to feel a personal connection to a cause. Nor did he 
share the women's more expansive definition of missionary activity. "As 
a Missionary Circle," they argued somewhat inconsistendy, "it is obvi-
ously our duty first to provide for our own." In 1851, noting "How much 
more good might we accomplish by engaging heartily in the work be-
fore us, than by wishing for other fields oflabor," the women repudiated 
their minister and voted to "labor some for the destitute in our own city, 
as well as for those at a distance." To forestall further objections, they 
amended their constitution to include poor relief as a goal. The secretary 
concluded, "Some who have heretofore been anxious" to strike out in 
this new direction "will now have their benevolence tested." First the 
women had rejected the leadership of the national society they had been 
organized to support. Now they were rejecting their minister's advice. 
By the early 1850s, the women of the CMSC had come to rely upon 
their own judgment. 51 
The CMSC immediately committed itself to raising money for a 
variety of charities. For a cause to capture the women's imagination, and 
thus a portion of their treasury, it had to be both near enough so that 
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results were readily visible and small enough so that the amount they 
contributed would have a perceptible impact. The Worcester Children's 
Friend Society, the Sailor's Home in Boston, and the poor ofWorcester 
all fit the bill, and the 1850s witnessed a flowering and expansion of the 
circle's endeavors on their behal£ The CMSC also secured its preemi-
nence by eclipsing, then absorbing, the greying remnants of the Worces-
ter Female Samaritan Society, whose staid and hierarchical approach to 
benevolence held less appeal to the women of the 1840s and 1850s than 
did the CMSC's more egalitarian and activist style. The institutional 
church, too, benefitted from the circle's labor, for the group made new 
carpets for the vestry and, in 1860, contributed four hundred and fifty 
dollars toward new furnishings. The circle also formed committees to 
investigate cases of want in the parish and to render "prompt relief of 
those who have a claim upon our charities." While it never had the 
resources to engage in anything approaching systematic social welfare, 
the circle did offer small sums to the parish poor. Through the late 1850s 
the "ladies with Dorcas-like zeal" toiled vigorously to fund "deeds of 
Charity."52 
From the outset the circle's benevolence was shaped by a 
postmillennialist perspective, in which history was driven by the conflict 
between good and evil in preparation for the second coming of Christ. 
In common with evangelicals of their day, these women believed that 
vigorous missionizing would usher in the millennium, and thus an ur-
gency suffused their world view and fueled their activism. "The time is 
short," the women argued, for" ... the Spirit is abroad in the world .... 
Now is the time to break up the fallow ground and sew [sic] the seeds of 
heavenly truth." By the early 1840s, the members insisted that the "com-
ing and glorious change ... was right at hand;" indeed, they declared, 
"Truly, we see signs of the latter day glory!" Not only did the women 
assign themselves key roles in the imminent epic struggle, they also 
adopted the metaphor of woman-as-soldier, who, though puny when 
standing alone, was formidable when standing with others. In "union is 
strength," they maintained, "A soldier standing before a fortress knows 
that however strong may be his arm, and bold his heart, he cannot re-
duce it alone. But rally the army and let their united strength draw their 
battering engines to thunder against its walls, and the fortress may be 
taken." Thus did the circle's members voice both their activist piety and 
their strong sense of self: "Let us never forget that the secret of power 
lies in the individual units that compose the whole. An infinite number of 
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ciphers amount to nothing."They might not personally be powerful, the 
women seemed to be saying, but neither were they ciphers. More prosai-
cally, the circle insisted that philanthropy was evidence of sincere Chris-
tianity. 53 
As a consequence of this perspective, the women did not assert a 
causal relationship between sin and misfortune. Rather, they understood 
poverty as yet another example of God's mystery, an inexplicable fact of 
life that called upon the traditional ties of community. It "is imperatively 
our duty to feed the hungry, to clothe the destitute," the women in-
sisted, for the needy have "prior and just claims upon [us] in [our] asso-
ciated capacity." Moreover, the poor were not necessarily strangers. They 
were members of the church, such as Mr. and Mrs. Gray, "elderly people 
in our Parish, necessitous and deserving our regard," and sometimes even 
members of the sewing circle, such as Susan Snow, a single woman. 
Mindful of the group's early troubles making money, its members recog-
nized that a "want of profitable employment," rather than "a deficiency 
of effort," was too often the cause of poverty in their city. To be sure, 
they might condescend to the poor, declaring "it is our duty not only to 
relieve physical want and suffering, but by our sympathies, by pleasant 
words and kindly smiles to diffuse joy and gladness as far as our influ-
ence shall extend." But they did not necessarily intend to be patronizing. 
Rather, the women were affirming their spiritual power, for "a cheerful 
smile ... is but the reflection of a contented mind." More to the point, a 
smile could be had for free and masked the reality of the group's limited 
resources. The women were under no illusions that they could resolve 
complex social problems. When the secretary of the American Seamen's 
Friend Society acknowledged a donation of goods with a note hinting 
broadly that the sailors would prefer cash to quilts, the secretary replied 
pointedly, "Our Treasury never overflows .... " Still, they felt obliged to 
persist, proclaiming "What we can do, let us do, with all our might. "54 
The CMSC was also a forum in which educated adults excluded 
by law and custom from institutional politics formed and voiced their 
political opinions. Because they shared the presumption that politics 
was a male prerogative, the women's political interests flourished in in-
verse proportion to the immediacy of the issues. Thus, while they felt 
within their rights to raise money for missionaries, the women left to 
the men the task of assisting those at home. Indeed, elections were ini-
tially an annoyance that forced the rescheduling of meetings "as it was 
feared [the elections] would prevent the attendance of the gentlemen in 
Missionaries and More 73 
the evening." But the group's experiences yielded both a heightened 
awareness oflocal problems and a greater appreciation of their ability to 
do something about them. By the 1850s, individuals previously 
marginalized from American politics had taken sides in the era's most 
divisive issues and were actively engaged in furthering their causes. His-
torians have argued that the Civil War, in the manner of other national 
crises, politicized women's domestic labor. It was instead the culmina-
tion of a process of politicization that had occurred over decades within 
such organizations as the sewing circles. 55 
The roots of their politicization ran deep, for missionary work was 
inherently political. In antebellum America the language of politics was 
often moralistic, and the language of the moralist was frequently politi-
cal. This was especially true in Worcester, a Whig (and later Republi-
can) stronghold. Thus there was no single impetus for the CMSC's 
interest in politics. The upsurge in Irish immigration in the mid-1840s 
increased the number of desperately poor in Worcester, as well as the 
perceived threat of Catholicism. Immigration also sparked the Nativism 
that led the Know-Nothing party to capture the city's government in 
the mid-1850s. Each of these developments galvanized the circle to ac-
tion. Westward expansion bred new worries. The West offered a refuge 
for dissident religions, which convinced the women that "now is the 
time to disseminate the truths of the Gospel, & support its teachers & 
preachers, ere Popery, or Mormonism, or any other form of false doc-
trine, occupy this vast country." In the West were also men "greedy with 
gain" who had abandoned the civilized-by which they meant more 
feminized-East in pursuit of"this insatiable love ofGold."56 
To meet these threats to a Chdstian republic, educator and author 
Catharine Beecher proposed a Female Seminary at Rockford, Illinois. 
From its halls, an army of female teachers would sally forth to educate 
and to civilize the West. The CMSC offered to furnish a room at the 
seminary, for it considered Beecher's institution "an enterprise of no or-
dinary character. "The women of the Worcester sewing circle would thus 
help to mold in their own image the expanding nation. 57 
The cause of antislavery was another rallying point. Worcester had 
long enjoyed a reputation as a community unsympathetic to slavery. A 
fast forty miles by railroad from Boston, Worcester was a regular stop on 
the abolitionist lecture circuit, and even a partial accounting of those 
giving public lectures in the city reads like a who's who of abolitionism: 
Frederick Douglass, Lucretia Mott, William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell 
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Phillips, Lucy Stone, Theodore Parker, Charles Sumner. Revealing the 
impact oflocal and national antislavery activists, and perhaps with the 
recent Amistad trial in mind, in 1841 the CMSC described how" ... the 
dark slave ship continually hovers along [Mrica's] coasts, waiting like a 
bird of prey the opportunity to snatch & bear away hundreds of wretched 
victims to toil & suffer in a foreign clime." Such rhetorical imaginings 
stimulated the women's social sympathies and may have encouraged an 
antislavery impulse. What is certain is that the members of the sewing 
circle anticipated the antislavery commitment of their church. Only 
months later did the Calvinist Church declare "We believe American Sla-
very to be a heinous sin in the sight of God, and diametrically opposed to 
Christianity" and resolve "we will not receive as members to this Church, 
those who traffic in Slaves or hold their fellow men in bondage."58 
Neither the CMSC nor the church, however, proposed a course of 
action to attack the institution of slavery itsel£ In 1850, as the country 
wrestled with sectional tensions, the women of the sewing circle de-
cided to play a more active role. Again expressing a preference for a 
personal connection to reform, they voted to sew clothing for fugitives 
passing through Worcester en route to Canada, for "We may not forget 
that there are those every year escaping from their native country denied 
their liberty by their and our own country which we who enjoy our lib-
erty & her protection so much glory in[.] [W]e might do something to 
cancel their individual wrongs." In the fall of 1856, concern for the fu-
ture of the West melded with antislavery when guerilla war broke out in 
Kansas. The citizens ofWorcester followed the developments avidly as a 
local man, Eli Thayer, led a delegation of Free Sailers to the embattled 
territory in a quixotic campaign to save Kansas from the Border Ruffi-
ans. "The abused and suffering in Kansas" also aroused the sympathies 
of the circle, which committed itself "to meet the wants of those who 
may survive the brutal outrage daily occu[ r ]ring among them." So caught 
up were the women in the divisive politics of their era that on the eve of 
the Civil War, the group founded to assist missionaries was focused in-
stead on the social, economic, and political problems of their commu-
nity and their nation. 59 
SEWING FOR THE SLAVE 
The Center Missionary Sewing Circle was not the first in town to take 
up the cause of antislavery. The same year it was organized as a mission-
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ary sewing circle, seventeen other women formed the ecumenical Worces-
ter Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle (WASSC), which was open to "any per-
son" sharing its beliefs and "contributing to its funds." Its founders were 
motivated by a commitment to equality and a dedication to Garrisonian 
abolitionism. The preamble of the WASSC's 1841 constitution stated 
that "Slavery under all circumstances, is a heinous sin against God, a 
violation of the principles of humanity, and dramatically opposed to the 
religion of Jesus Christ, is ruinous to the bodies and souls of men, and 
ought immediately to be abolished .... "In its first two years, the WASSC 
had neither officers nor constitution and its budget was small: four dol-
lars to rent meeting space at the Union {orthodox Congregational) 
Church, one dollar for postage for The Liberator, and forty-five cents 
for postage for a letter to Boston. In February 1841, the group formal-
ized, drew up a Constitution, and elected a president, a vice president, 
a secretary-treasurer, a committee of four, and four directresses to oversee 
the sewing. The WASSC made articles for sale locally and at the Na-
tional Anti-Slavery Society Fair in Boston. Like the members of the 
CMSC, the women of the WASSC linked their circle to an issue of 
overriding local concern. But unlike the CMSC, the WASSC joined 
forces with other women's groups, not with a national campaign run by 
men.60 
The WASSC was unusual in other ways, for it was a somewhat 
integrated organization. In 1840, Elizabeth "Betsy" Hemenway, a black 
woman, joined the circle. Married to Ebenezer, a laborer, Betsy 
Hemenway was the mother of seven, including little William Lloyd 
Garrison Hemenway. The next year Hemenway's sister-in-law, Hannah 
Hemenway, also joined. The women's names did not appear on subse-
quent membership lists, but Emily Evelith, a black teacher in Worcester's 
segregated public schools, joined in 1847. Still, the WASSC was domi-
nated by white women; perhaps this was why the Hemenways did not 
return. However, black women and white women meeting in the sewing 
circle on common social ground and working together for a cause was a 
significant deviation from the prevailing segregation of the antebellum 
North.61 
In the spring of 1848, in cooperation with the antislavery sewing 
circles of nearby towns, the WASSC announced the first Worcester 
County Anti-Slavery Bazaar to be held on April26 and 27. A notice in 
the Spy appealed to "all the friends of Liberty" to contribute: "The prod-
ucts of the farm and the workshop, the dairy and the drawing room, the 
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studio and the boudoir, in fine, the useful and the ornamental from ev-
ery department of industry and ingenuity will be needed." Arguing that 
"we depend not on electioneering and political scrambling, but on the 
power of the gospel, which is might, through God, to the pulling down 
of strong holds," the notice was signed by thirteen WASSC members. 
Held in conjunction with the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society of 
Boston, the bazaar was a great success, grossing nearly nine hundred 
dollars.62 
Not everyone in town shared the WASSC's beliefs. On the bazaar's 
opening day, the respected editor of the Democratic Palladium, John 
S.C. Knowlton, assailed the women's efforts and accused them of 
"Negrophilism." Under the influence of" the recent revolutionary move-
ments in Europe," Knowlton argued contemptuously, the antislavery 
forces sought to demolish "all arbitrary distinctions of race, of complex-
ion, and of condition, civil, political, or social, that have hitherto dis-
turbed the happiness of any portion of the race." The editor suggested 
that the WASSC's energies would be better spent worrying about the 
fortunes of poor and working-class white women: "In all our large towns 
are slender females whom the crime of poverty has doomed to unceas-
ing toil, with their needles and other appliances oflabor, not merely for 
the comforts, but for the very necessities of life. It is gratifying to know 
that their industry has been so amply rewarded by the opulent that they 
are now placed in a condition of comparative independence. It must be 
so when benevolence no longer turns its attention to the condition of 
working women."63 The women of the WASSC were unfazed by 
Knowlton's attack, and through the 1850s organized more fairs and teas 
that yielded thousands of dollars for the cause. The bazaars also served 
as an effective means to educate the public and to exchange ideas. In 
1855, reformer Susan B. Anthony came to town to visit her cousin, Dr. 
Seth Rogers, a hydropathic physician who ran the Worcester Water-
Cure Establishment. Anthony also took in the WASSC's bazaar, where 
she met many friends and colleagues. As Anthony noted in a letter to 
her family, "I suppose there were many beautiful things exhibited, but I 
was so absorbed in the conversation of Mr. [Thomas Wentworth] 
Higginson, Samuel May Jr., Sarah Earle, Cousin Dr. Seth Rogers, 
Stephen and Abby Foster, that I really forgot to take 'a survey of the 
tables." Perhaps it was just such opportunities for networking at the fairs 
that prompted the scorn occasionally heaped upon this type of women's 
activism. 64 
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THE SEWING CIRCLE AS AN ORGANIZING PRINCIPLE 
The belief in human rights that undergirded women's antislavery activ-
ism was extended to other reforms, both local and national. More than 
one in ten WASSC members, including the founding president, vice 
president, and secretary-treasurer, joined the first national women's rights 
convention that met in Worcester in 1850, although the records are so 
scanty that it is possible that the actual total was higher. Indeed, in 1839 
Sarah H. Earle was the WASSC's first president and in 1850 the local 
coordinator of the women's rights convention. The WASSC also in-
cluded on its roster renowned abolitionist and feminist lecturer Abby 
Kelley Foster. Foster initially served as a conduit to funnel the group's 
goods and profits to the movement's headquarters in Boston, but for-
mally joined the WASSC after she and her husband bought a farm in 
the Tatnuck section ofWorcester. WASSC members were also active in 
municipal reforms, such as the Worcester Children's Friend Society, or-
ganized in the late 1840s, and the Female Employment Society, orga-
nized in 1855.65 
There also was significant crossover among the city's many sewing 
circles, and at least two members of the Center Missionary Sewing Circle 
played active roles in the Worcester Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle. Persis 
Ann Bullard Bliss was simultaneously a member of the CMSC and the 
WASSC; her name also appears on the newspaper advertisement an-
nouncing the first antislavery bazaar, suggesting that Bliss did not shy 
from expressing herself publicly. Perrin Bliss, a carpenter, supported his 
wife's activism, was an honorary member of both the WASSC and the 
CMSC, and in 1842 introduced an antislavery resolution to the Calvin-
ist Church. Hannah S. Rice also belonged to both sewing circles. The 
second wife ofbaker Benjamin P. Rice, Hannah Rice juggled her home 
duties and caring for her eight stepchildren with a commitment to sew-
ing on behalf of missionaries and fugitive slaves. So strongly did Rice 
feel about the causes for which she labored that she was a long-term 
member of the CMSC and, like Bliss, signed her name to the antisla-
very bazaar's newspaper announcement. Rice's husband also was an hon-
orary member of the CMSC and the WASSC, and supported fellow 
congregant Perrin Bliss's 1842 antislavery resolution.66 
The overlap among the sewing circles was likely even greater than 
such anecdotal evidence suggests because circle meetings were not re-
stricted to the membership. A willing pair of hands and an open mind 
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were the only preconditions for attending. The records of the CMSC, 
for example, indicate that many more women showed up at meetings 
than paid the annual dues. Indeed, while formal membership was pref-
erable, nonmembers were free to drop in as they wished, and a woman 
might attend regularly or occasionally several of the sewing circles in her 
community. In 1849,AnnJennison Barton enjoyed a gathering of a neigh-
borhood sewing circle and two weeks later joined one associated with 
her church. Women also felt free to cross institutional lines. In the 1820s 
Mary Thaxter Wheeler was elected president of the First Church's 
Worcester Female Association and joined the Calvinist Church's Cen-
tre Missionary Sewing Circle in the 1840s; Rachel White Heard headed 
the WFA in 1835 and joined the CMSC in the 1850s; Achsah Chapin 
was a collector for the WFA in 1828 and its vice president in 1835, 
before helping to found the Worcester Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle in 
1839; the list goes on. For women such as Persis Bliss, Hannah Rice, 
Ann Barton, Mary Wheeler, Rachel Heard, and Achsah Chapin, the 
local sewing circles were complementary, not competing, organizations 
that allowed them to act upon their concern for creating a more just 
and moral society. The sewing circle thus permeated the world of ante-
bellum women more broadly than the institutional records might sug-
gest.67 
Some sewing circles held greater appeal than others, however, and 
the more controversial Worcester Anti -Slavery Sewing Circle never came 
close to enjoying the popularity of the more mainstream Centre Mis-
sionary Sewing Circle. Between 1839 and 1857, the last year for which 
there are records, the WASSC counted a total membership of at least 
one hundred and forty-six women and twenty men, with an annual av-
erage of twenty-five members. In comparison, in the late 1840s and the 
early 1850s, the only years for which its membership lists exist, the CMSC 
totaled at least two hundred and eighty-seven women and one hundred 
and twenty-seven men, with an annual average of eighty-three mem-
bers. In brief, the missionary group attracted, on average, more than 
three times the membership of the antislavery group. Such a finding is 
not surprising since abolitionists were mostly reviled while missionaries 
were mostly esteemed. At the same time, the abolitionist group raised 
significantly more money per member than did the missionary sewing 
circle, in part because it reached out to individuals and sewing circles in 
the smaller towns of Worcester County. In comparison, the CMSC 
marshalled only its own members' labor and resources. The narrower 
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focus of the CMSC dissolved, however, during the opening salvos of the 
Civil War. 68 
"April27 [ 1861] .... Our ladies very busy in sewing for the troops," 
noted an anonymous Worcester diarist just days after President Abraham 
Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers in the wake of the Confederate 
attack on Fort Sumter, South Carolina. When the Civil War began, the 
women ofWorcester's sewing circles moved immediately to centralize 
and to coordinate their organizations under a newly created women's 
directorate, the Worcester Soldiers' Relief Society (WSRS). The un-
precedented structural shift occurred with remarkable speed and enthu-
siasm because what was new was not the fact of women's organizing, 
only its scale. Nearly one hundred and fifty women joined the WSRS as 
individual members while hundreds of others were affiliated through 
their sewing circles. Every church in Worcester-the Protestants, the 
Catholics, even the Spiritualists, for a total of twenty-two separate church-
based sewing circles-contributed to the WSRS. But the WSRS's foot-
print was still greater, for the rural sewing circles forwarded their work 
to the urban women's organization and held teas and fairs to raise cash 
for the cause. In such a manner did the WSRS encompass the partisan 
energies of thousands of women in Worcester county. These same sew-
ing circles also sponsored a related war relief organization, the Worces-
ter Soldier's Rest, which provided meals, clothing, and shelter for soldiers 
awaiting trains at the city's busy railroad terminals.69 
During the Civil War, the WSRS forwarded goods and supplies 
to, among others, Clara Barton, Dorothea Dix, the U.S. Sanitary Com-
mission at Washington, the U.S. Sanitary Commission at Boston, the 
YMCA at Boston, and the Christian Commission. In 1865 the direc-
torate estimated that over the previous four years its members had manu-
factured, collected, packaged, and forwarded "5851 shirts, 3578 pairs 
drawers, 4974 pairs socks, 8754 handkerchiefs, 5835 towels, 1038 pairs 
slippers, 1827 sheets, 2863 pillowcases, 1812 pairs mittens, and all other 
hospital supplies in proportion" as well as box after box and barrel upon 
barrel of preserved food and wine, "stationary, soap, combs, fans, eye 
shades, ring pads, compresses, books, scrapbooks, magazines," etc. 70 
As the Civil War wound down, the women channeled their ener-
gies toward the work of Reconstruction. The WASSC's own Lucy Chase 
went to Norfolk, Virginia, under the auspices of the Freedman's Bureau 
to organize a school for former slaves. From Norfolk, Chase appealed to 
her hometown to aid the freed people in the search for economic inde-
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pendence. As the Reverend Sweetser of the Calvinist Church· replied to 
Chase, "Dear Friend, I rec'd your letter in due season. I read it to the 
ministers in our association, and also sent it to our Ladies to read in 
their sewing soc[iety]. Whether any of the ministers will do anything 
I do not know. The ladies thought they should be able to send you some-
thing .... Our ladies are at work very earnestly and accomplished a great 
deal .... "71 Through the agency of the sewing circle, the women of 
antebellum Worcester built upon a tradition of individual and group 
sewing to become involved in local, national, and international move-
ments for reform. 
Efforts to unravel the tangled meanings and motivations of the out-
pouring of middle-class women's social activism in antebellum New 
England have tended to focus upon movements in which women played 
a prominent role, such as the national temperance or abolition cam-
paigns. The often poorly documented local sewing circle, however, was 
both more representative of women's experience with benevolence and 
far more common. Sewing circles had deep roots in American culture, 
and as society changed, so did they-and so too did they help to change 
American society. It was, tellingly, as members of a missionary sewing 
circle, and not through their church or a secular organization, that the 
women ofWorcester's orthodox Calvinist Church began to support fu-
gitive slaves and a free soil crusade. Indeed, the sewing circles of ante-
bellum Worcester illustrate the process by which women actively 
redefined their associated activities in an era of momentous change. 
The history of the sewing circles of Worcester also finds that the 
long-dominant scholarly paradigm of public and private gender spheres 
cannot account for the ways in which these groups understood what 
they were doing. If, as some have suggested, by the 1850s women were 
pushed to the margins of national reform campaigns, such was clearly 
not the case in the local sewing circles, which prized women's work and 
relegated men to auxiliary status. As the experiences of the Centre Mis-
sionary Sewing Circle reveal, these women's groups experimented with 
new products, tried different methods of marketing their goods, and in 
general sought to make as much money as possible as quickly as pos-
sible. In so doing, the members of the sewing circles shared in the mar-
ket orientation of their era. Their success led the women to take over the 
direct allocation of their funds, and they repeatedly rejected the assump-
tion that social welfare was rightfully directed by men. 
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The sewing circle, where women reigned supreme, thus served as a 
forum for women's political development and for discursive analysis. 
Scores of sewing circles linked several generations of middle-class New 
England women to benevolent work, to making and selling goods for 
cash, and to urgent social and political questions. Through her member-
ship in a sewing circle a woman in antebellum Worcester became edu-
cated about, and implicated in, the moral and political issues of her day. 
Ultimately, the links of the circle connected her not just to other women 
but to the fate of her community and her nation. 
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Maternal Politics 
Gender and the Formation of the 
Worcester Children's Friend Society 
The most precious and comforting of titles given by our 
Saviour to his disciples was that of 'little children,' 
indicating, by two words, entire dependence and the 
sweetest relation earth knows. Every mother knows the 
intensity of the meaning those words convey; perhaps she 
best, who has early resigned her little ones to the cold 
embrace of the grave. 
-Worcester Children's Friend Society, 
Twenty-first Annual Report 
It was in the mid-1840s, Anstis Miles recalled, that her role as a city 
missionary led her into "abodes of poverty and wretchedness" where 
"she had witnessed the sad spectacle" of children learning from their 
parents not sound household management and good citizenship but les-
sons in immorality and intemperance. The scenes so haunted Miles "by 
night, and by day" that she felt compelled to take action. Familiar with 
children's friend societies elsewhere, she proposed to form one in Worces-
ter. Miles first appealed to local women but was rebuffed because her 
proposal seemed too "visionary." Discouraged, Miles approached lawyer 
and Whig politician Alfred D. Foster. When Foster gave her his whole-
hearted support, Miles found the courage to return to the skeptical women 
and to convince them of the practicality of her venture. By the end of 
1848, they had launched the Worcester Children's Friend Society (CFS), 
an orphanage and child advocacy agency still in existen.ce.1 
Such is the nineteenth-century narrative of the founding of the 
Worcester CFS, and its accuracy is dubious. According to manuscript 
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sources, the women were holding organizational meetings at Miles's home 
at the very time they were purportedly dismissing her initial entreaty.2 
The mid-nineteenth-century version of the founding of the CFS was 
essentially a creation myth that placed women at the center of human 
society. A woman embodying the maternal life force-Anstis "Mother" 
Miles, as she was known-sought out the support of a powerful male to 
legitimize her new family. Once he had performed this function, the 
woman relegated the male to an honorable but marginal role within the 
new family and turned to other women for support. Together the women 
fed, clothed, housed and nurtured the children until they were returned 
to their families of origin, placed in new families, or reached adulthood. 
When the founding mother grew too old to meet the demands of moth-
erhood, the managers hired a professional to take over for her while they 
focused upon the social and economic responsibilities traditionally as-
signed to men. ,?o successful were they at supporting the "family" that 
within a few years the Worcester Children's Friend Society was an es-
tablished community resource for dependent women and children ren-
dered poor by the inability of males to provide. 
CLAss AND GENDER IN THE ANTEBELLUM ORPHAN AsYLUM 
Studies of antebellum childsaving organizations have tended to focus 
upon the role of class in the founding and structuring ofboth large pub-
lic welfare institutions and smaller private societies. The "social control" 
thesis of many pioneering interpretations-which argued that bourgeois 
reformers, worried about what they saw as rampant disorder and anx-
ious about their own social position, attempted to control the working 
class by controlling their children-has come under considerable criti-
cism. Recent interpretations tend to stress the more amorphous notion 
of hegemony, and have pointed to ways in which working people used, 
and were not just used by, institutions such as orphan asylums. Still, 
however defined or interpreted, class is at center stage in the history of 
antebellum welfare reform.3 
Curiously, gender is not, even though the majority of antebellum 
orphan asylums were private societies founded and run by women. From 
Rochester to Boston, Worcester to Chicago, and Providence to Peters-
burg, women across the nation founded innovative asylums, children's 
friend societies, and foster family networks.4 Historians of social wel-
fare, however, have traditionally emphasized instead the "orphan trains" 
Maternal Politics 85 
sponsored by Charles Loring Brace of the New York Children's Aid 
Society, and credit the Boston Children's Aid Society with developing 
the foster family system in 1863.5 To some extent this is understandable, 
for Brace's New York CAS, founded in 1853, was arguably the most 
famous American childsaving organization in the nineteenth century. 
But the tendency for the relatively few childsaving societies founded 
and run by men to eclipse the far more numerous societies founded and 
run by women demands an explanation. In part, it points to the marked 
localism that characterized so many women's organizations. For example, 
where the men of the New York Children's Aid Society self-consciously 
appealed to a nationwide audience, the women of the Worcester 
Children's Friend Society gave priority to the problems of their imme-
diate community and displayed no interest in developing a more wide-
spread local network. But the antebellum separation of parenting 
responsibilities into paternal protection and maternal nurturance also 
influenced the aims and approaches of reformers operating within sex-
segregated organizations. Thus, when confronted with a poor child, the 
men of the CAS tended to focus on the poverty while the women of the 
CFS tended to respond to the child. Male reformers were not uncaring 
nor were female reformers unaffected by economic concerns. But the 
managers of the Worcester CFS viewed the children in their care through 
the lens of their own experiences and expectations as women and moth-
ers, leading them to emphasize the importance of meeting each child's 
unique needs. In contrast, in their ambition to find a national solution to 
what might as easily have been seen as a local problem, Brace and the 
New York CAS tended to lose sight, both figuratively and literally, of 
individual children. 6 
PATERNAL POUTICS AND CHARLES LORING BRACE 
The New York Ohildren's Aid Society (CAS) was the creation of Charles 
Loring Brace, a Congregational minister whose efforts on behalf of poor 
and vagrant children dramatically publicized the squalor of the Five Points 
neighborhood. In the 1850s, New York City was overwhelmed by the 
problem of vagrant and homeless children. Earlier that decade, a Uni-
tarian minister had organized the Boston Children's Mission, which sent 
a trainload of orphaned and destitute children to families in the West. 
Brace dramatically expanded upon this approach and built the CAS upon 
two beliefs at the core of antebellum American culture: that the family 
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was the locus of moral education and that charity should follow "the 
natural laws and demand for labor. "7 
To justify their societies to the public, both the CFS and the CAS 
cited scriptural injunctions of charity. Both also drew upon prevailing 
notions of gender. For the women, this meant references to their mater-
nal feelings and to the innate benevolence of females. As a man, Brace 
made an appeal to reason by offering a pseudo-scientific explanation. 
Every needy child had "a separate moral malady," Brace argued, that 
required its own diagnosis and prescription. Institutions were inadequate 
both because they treated individuals as aggregates and because they 
ignored the fundamental "laws" of human nature. According to Brace, 
there were four such laws: small groups were preferable to large ones 
because small groups were more moral; virtue was necessary to a good 
life but "the virtues must not be drill-virtues, they must spring from the 
heart, and be exposed to the strain of temptation"; only a family could 
instill the "sense of property" necessary to develop "the instinct of economy"; 
and although the United States faced a challenge to order and prosper-
ity from its rising industrial economy, it would not go the way of En-
gland, for America faced not an oversupply of labor, but a shortage. 8 
Brace's ambitious Emigration Plan was designed to conform to 
these laws of human nature by relocating urban poor children to the 
West, making them economic assets to farm families. Waxing 
Jeffersonian, Brace argued that a "peculiar warm-heartedness" and com-
mitment to equality characterized America's farmers. Who better than 
sturdy farmers to educate and care for destitute children, who "are grow-
ing up to be citizens, and women''? Brace's plan diverted potential urban 
criminals into a life of usefulness building the new nation. Together, 
Brace exclaimed, the children composed a "little procession hastening to 
the land of hope in the West!" The Emigration Plan was an attractive 
package and it captured the American public's imagination.9 
To find homes for the children, Brace addressed circulars to "Farm-
ers and Mechanics and Manufacturers in the Country," advertising the 
child laborers. Boys, he suggested, could help on the farm or learn a 
trade; girls, presumptively barred by their sex from other work, could 
perform "the common kinds of housework." Brace later boasted that the 
response to the circulars was overwhelming. The CAS received "over 
300 applications for our poor boys and girls, many from substantial busi-
ness men, and from families of the highest character." New England 
took the bulk of the children during the early years, but gradually the 
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center of demand moved farther west, to Illinois, Indiana, and Michi-
gan. By 1856, only three years after its founding, the CAS had sent 
"some 2,000" children out of New York City; by 1858, this figure had 
reached 3,500; by 1860, 5,000. Approximately eighty percent of the chil-
dren were Irish Catholics, immigrants and children ofimmigrants, whom 
Brace described as part of"the pauperism and poverty of England and 
Ireland ... [that had] drained into New-York." According to Brace's 
statistics, one-third of the children had no parents, while two-thirds had 
at least one living parent.10 
Work became the measure of the CAS child, and only children "of 
sound bodies" needed apply for assistance. Furthermore, Brace preferred 
that the sound bodies be male and was dismayed when many girls ap-
plied, for their labor was less in demand. Brace judged girls more trouble-
some than boys, "especially those beyond fourteen who have begun to 
engage in bad practices," and, he claimed, girls ran away more often. 
Worried about the society's "good name," Brace screened girls for good 
character; there was no such test for boys. As a consequence of this em-
phasis upon boys, the sex ratio of CAS children changed dramatically. 
Whereas initially there were a majority of females, 422 to 376, within 
two years boys outnumbered girls, 372 to 265, and by 1860, the CAS 
placed 617 boys but only 165 girls. Brace was not indifferent to the 
problems of poor girls, for he could as easily have refused to place them 
altogether. The CAS continued to welcome applications from "trades 
girls," but discouraged girls "in service," suggesting that girls armed only 
with traditional female skills were harder to place than boys with tradi-
tional male skills. Brace insisted that the number of girls had declined 
because separating girls from their families was especially difficult. "The 
wages of a young girl," he explained, "are much more sure to go to the 
pockets of the family, than those of a boy." Such reasoning does not, 
however, explain the large number of girls who initially applied to the 
CAS. Fundamentally, Brace's atta'';k on urban poverty hinged upon em-
ploying the poor in traditional occupations. Skilled or unskilled, males \ 
were more favored.11 
The tendency of the CAS to regard the child chiefly as a source of 
labor led it to neglect providing protection against abuse or exploitation. 
Unlike the Worcester CFS and other private women's societies, the CAS 
balked at accepting legal responsibility through Articles of Indenture. 
Indentures impeded the development of familial bonds, Brace insisted, 
and thus the children "will do better and stay more contentedly, than 
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they would if bound to serve. The master too if a good man, will do as 
well, and even better, for the boy than if he should be bound to him for 
a term of years." Without indentures "the relation is much more free, 
and likely to be of better effect to both parties." However, indentures 
were not manifestly detrimental to the warmth of the master-apprentice 
relationship. Such rhetoric, which was more suitable to negotiating la-
bor contracts than to arranging the custodial care of a child, suggests 
that the CAS hewed to traditional notions that defined children in eco-
nomic, rather than in emotional, terms. But Brace really had no other 
choice. Articles of Indenture were pointless if they could not be en-
forced, and enforcement was not a simple matter even when the parties 
were in close proximity. The CAS dispersed children widely through the 
Northeast and Midwest, far from its New York City headquarters, and 
did not have the staff to ensure that those signing indentures lived up to 
them.12 
Abstractly, a lack of indentures freed both parties to meet on equal 
terms. In reality, there was nothing to guarantee that families properly 
cared for, trained, or educated the children. In 1859, Brace boasted of a 
ninety-eight percent success rate among children under the age of fif-
teen. However, he interpreted success narrowly, using as his gauge the 
number of children who ended up in prison. Brace's measure is under-
standable in light of widely held assumptions that urban poverty bred 
crime; if the children grew up to be law-abiding rather than law-break-
ing, the CAS had obviously succeeded. Whether or not those sent west 
had greater economic opportunities than they would otherwise have had 
is unclear. 13 
But numerous documents testified to chronic problems with the 
Emigration Plan. The Best Method ofDisposing of Our Pauper and Vagrant 
Children, which Brace published in 1859 to promote the society, reveals 
how little knowledge the CAS possessed of the lives of those whom it 
uprooted and attempted to transplant. Brace conceded that the children 
often lived unsettled lives, noting that "It is sometimes only after a year 
or two of writing that we can discover where some of the older [ones] 
are." He tried to view these facts positively, arguing that the reason the 
children were hard to find was because they moved around "with the hope 
of bettering themselves." Brace thus implied that the urban waifs had 
forgotten their bad habits and, under the wholesome influence of the West, 
had embraced a philosophy of self-help and upward mobility.14 
To this end, Brace published letters from CAS field agents that 
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sought to paint a vision of happy children in happy homes. In fact, the 
letters illustrate how slight was the society's information as to the where-
abouts of the children, as well as the many problems the children faced 
in their new communities. "M.M.P.," an agent from Logansport, Indi-
ana, was unsure how many children he had farmed out:" ... one com-
pany of children under your society has been left in this community, that 
was about a year ago, and consisted of forty, more or less. A part have 
changed their places; the proportion I do not know .... Some mistakes 
were made at first ... I can not say how many certainly. ... ""J.L." from 
Newton, New Jersey, was even blunter: "I have entirely lost sight of the 
children who carne to this place." The agent attempted to reassure the 
CAS by adding, "I feel very confident ... that none of them have ever 
committed crimes .... If they had, my position is such that I would very 
likely have been made acquainted with the fact." From Hudson, Ohio, 
"G .D." described the selfish motives of some families who took a CAS 
child "to get a boy or girl who will do a good deal of work and not cost 
much to keep." One agent noted that children who tried the patience of 
their foster families might simply be allowed to leave, to face life on 
their own: "The one Mr. S. took, stole a horse; they followed him and on 
searching found he had stolen much generally. Mr. S. gave him a dollar 
and sent him of£ I have not heard from him since. "15 
It is possible that the agents lost track of the children because they 
were rapidly absorbed into their new families, as Brace believed was the 
case. The Reverend Edward T., an agent from Kalamazoo, remarked, 
"One thing [that] surprises me is, the speedy absorption of those children 
into the community. Nobody seems to know where they are. They are 
seldom mentioned." It is hard to understand, however, how the Rever-
end T. could lose sight of the one hundred and twenty children that he 
stated "were sent to this locality." Moreover, other letters raise doubts 
that farm communities accepted the poor, mostly Irish Catholic chil-
dren so readily. "W.W." from Ohio noted, "Many of our community 
think you are engaged in a glorious work, while some ... think foreign 
paupers ought not to be brought here." As these letters suggest, the CAS 
agents had neither the time nor the resources to oversee the placement 
of the widely scattered children in particular homes, nor to follow up on 
the children once placed.16 
An agency that did not know where its children were could not 
protect those who faced abuse or exploitation. Evidence of abuse is scarce, 
in part because the CAS had so little knowledge of the lives of the or-
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phans in its nominal care. In at least one case, the outraged citizens of 
Garrettsville, Ohio, stepped in to protect a boy who had been "severely" 
whipped by his foster father and found him a new home. Brace was 
informed of the incident only by chance and only after it had been re-
solved. In 1857, Brace acknowledged that the CAS needed to take a 
more active role in watching over the children. He continued to main-
tain that abuse was rare; the thousands of children sent west were treated 
with "the most patient and generous kindness" with "only one or two 
exceptions." At the same time, Brace conceded that a permanent agent 
should be hired "to travel through many portions of the country, and 
personally satisfy himself of the condition of the children." Brace seemed 
genuinely unprepared to imagine that the New York Children's Aid So-
ciety could not rely upon the legendary "warm-heartedness" of western 
farm families and the gentlemen who vouched for them. "We endeavor 
to take the closest precautions in regard to the character of persons ap-
plying," he wrote earnestly, "but references are often given by clergymen 
or magistrates with too little care. "17 Ultimately, Brace's Emigration Plan 
better served the interests of urban reformers and rural employers than 
it did the interests of poor children. 
MATERNAL Pouncs AND THE 
WoRCESTER CHILDREN's FRIEND SociETY 
Operating in a much smaller city and on a far more modest scale, the 
Worcester Children's Friend Society placed many fewer children than 
did Brace's New York Children's Aid Society. The distinctive profiles 
resulted from the fundamentally different ways their founders interpreted 
a common social problem and from the solutions they proposed. Brace 
and the CAS sought to remove the children from poverty by sending 
them out of the city to work on a farm; the women of the CFS sought to 
remove the poverty from the children by finding them an adoptive, not 
simply a foster, family. The two organizations shared a concern for the 
social and economic dilemmas confronting antebellum America, but the 
paternalism of the CAS and the maternalism of the CFS led their 
founders to sharply different strategies. 
The women of the CFS concentrated exclusively on resolving the 
problems of their immediate community. The managers were aware of 
the existence of similar societies in other cities; indeed, Brace was a friend 
of CFS booster Edward Everett Hale and in the 1850s lectured several 
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times in Worcester. Yet the women of the CFS did not attempt to link 
their society to others and expressed no interest in the possibility of a 
national organization. I twas not that the female managers were apoliti-
cal but that they interpreted the problems of poor children in a way that, 
for the time being, rendered formal politics immaterial. Moreover, the 
women would come to learn that politicians could not be trusted. Charles 
Loring Brace was educated, respected, and an economically, politically, 
and legally independent man who hoped ultimately to reform the coun-
try, a dream made possible by his inclusion, actual or potential, in the 
institutions of power. The women of the Worcester CFS, although edu-
cated and well respected, were in a very different situation: they were 
economically, politically, and legally dependent upon others. Their power 
was a product of their force of will and personality, and was often quite 
effective on a local level. If, as their culture assured them, motherhood 
conferred social power, then the women of the CFS would sustain that 
role long after their own children had departed from the home. 
"WE COME IN THE NAME OF THE SAVIOUR" 
By almost any measure, the women who founded and ran the Worcester 
Children's Friend Society were among the beneficiaries of the emerging 
market economy of the early nineteenth century, and their efforts were 
part of a more general attempt to take up social reform on behalf of 
others, especially children. The managers borrowed explicidy from the 
Providence, Rhode Island, Children's Friend Society to describe their 
goal as "to rescue from evil and misery, such children as are deprived of 
the care of their natural parents." Yet the problem of vagrant and home-
less children, those most clearly "deprived of the care of their natural 
parents," was not their lone concern. There were not many children with-
out families in Worcester; indeed, only a few of those brought to the 
CFS had been abandoned. When the managers spoke of parental depri-
vation, their point was not that some children did not have parents, but 
that some children had the wrong kind of parents.18 
At first blush, the statements of the Worcester CFS appear to sup-
port the primacy of class motivations for reform. The judgments the 
women passed on the less fortunate were harsh and unyielding, rooted 
in ethnic and class prejudice. When they announced their creation to 
the public in January 1849, the managers proclaimed that their moth-
erly hearts were cheered by the town's "multitudes of happy children." 
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Yet they were troubled because "hundreds of others" were not so fortu-
nate. Experience, they insisted, refuted what instinct might command, 
for despite a popular faith in the innate maternalism of women "even a 
mother . .. can leave her helpless little one uncared for, and unprotected, 
day after day" when in the grip of alcohol or another form of immorality. 
They accused poor parents of being lazy and instilling in their children 
"a kind of professional, systematic mendacity'' by sending them out to 
beg from strangers. In the face of such clear evidence of the abdication 
of parental responsibility, it was up to women such as themselves to 
save the children. They didn't act for themselves, the women declared, 
for "We come in the name of that Saviour who has said 'suffer little 
children to come unto me, and forbid them not' .... " Public-spirited 
citizens could do their part by contributing money, advice, sympathy, 
and prayerY 
The founding mothers listed four circumstances that justified their 
assuming responsibility for poor children: where the child was aban-
doned; in cases of"total incapacity of the parents" due to "habitual, in-
veterate habits of intemperance;" where it was "certain'' that the child 
"will be sacrificed to vice" due to parental actions; or "when insanity, 
imbecility, or peculiar Providential dispensations" rendered the parents 
incapable of caring for their child. None of these measures of parental 
fitness was objective; even abandonment was qualified, for in the nine-
teenth century, a child became an orphan upon the death of its father, 
regardless of the health and welfare of its mother, so that an "orphaned" 
child could very well have a living parent, as well as other relatives. The 
other criteria were still more subjective, involving amorphous and cul-
turally defined notions of vice and immorality. Indeed, their early rheto-
ric suggests that the women of the CFS were initially less concerned 
that poor children grow up in more comfortable homes than that the 
moral atmosphere of the homes the children already had be of a certain 
kind-their kind. 20 
Sentiments such as these, which were repeated by similar contem-
porary societies, appear to support interpretations linking middle-class 
social reform and social hegemony. However, if we look closely at who 
the women of the Worcester CFS were-their lives and deaths, their 
family ties and experiences-what emerges is a group portrait whose 
overriding theme is gendered instability, not bourgeois sanctimony. In 
addition, analysis of the way the managers actually ran the society-
their policy decisions, their choices of whom to help and how to help 
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them, the way they exercised power and the limits upon that power-
reveals that their actions were marked not by rigidity but by flexibility, 
not by order but by what might be called controlled chaos. In the name 
of the children and in the defense of the mother, the managers repeat-
edly contradicted in practice their stated goal of separating poor chil-
dren from wicked parents. The matriarchal family created in late 1848 
became the Worcester Children's Friend Society, an anti-institutional, 
semi-public private "home" run by and for women.21 
THE PROBLEM OF GENDERED INSTABILITY 
In many ways the women who founded and ran the Children's Friend 
Society were among the more privileged in antebellum Worcester, and 
even, arguably, in the nation. Analysis of tax information and business 
relationships reveals that on average the managers enjoyed a higher level 
of economic prosperity than did many antebellum Americans. How-
ever, in other equally important ways, the women were much more ordi-
nary and endured significant economic, personal and family crises over 
which they had little direct control. It was this combination of prosper-
ity and instability, their intimate knowledge ofboth promise and failure, 
that is the key to understanding the women's approach to social reform 
and their community's welfare. 
From the society's founding in late 1848 until the Civil War, sev-
enty-three women filled the position of manager or assistant manager of 
the Worcester CFS. Most were mature women, whose own children 
were approaching or had reached adulthood. Although only in their thir-
ties and forties, by the standards of the day most likely considered them-
selves to be well advanced into middle age. Nearly one-third of the 
managers joined while in their thirties, almost one-half joined in their 
forties, and fifteen percent joined in their fifties. In other words, the 
women of the CFS were well-established adults with considerable life 
experience. Nearly ninety percent were or had been married; twenty-
one percent had married widowers and collected an assortment of step-
children; twenty-two percent had buried at least one spouse, and seven 
of the widows had remarried. More than one out of ten, however, was 
unmarried; of these, only one, Hester Newton, remained on the Board 
after marriage. The women were also overwhelmingly daughters ofNew 
England, mostly from Massachusetts. Still, although a large portion was 
from Worcester itself, two-thirds had relocated there as adults, part of 
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the influx into the city of the ambitious and the upwardly mobile that 
characterized the antebellum years.22 
In their choice of marriage partners, too, the women represented 
the trends of their era. The largest bloc of managers, nearly sixty per-
cent, was married to manufacturers, merchants, or professionals, those 
seeking to take advantage of the city's opportunities for economic growth. 
Some of the women came from old money. Rebecca Lincoln Newton 
was the daughter of Levi Lincoln I, Thomas Jefferson's Attorney Gen-
eral, and the sister of two governors; her husband, Rejoice Newton, was 
an attorney, politician, and investor who helped to bring the railroad to 
Worcester. Ann Buffum Earle married into a family associated with pio-
neer textile manufacturer Samuel Slater. Her husband, Edward Earle, 
manufactured card clothing equipment, machinery vital to the develop-
ing textile industry. Others began their married lives in more modest 
circumstances, such as Hannah Smith, a schoolteacher, who married 
dry goods clerk Stephen E. Temple.23 
Many CFS women had united with men whose careers demon-
strated the entrepreneurial flair upon which the citizens of Worcester 
increasingly prided themselves. Ethan Allen, husband of Manager Sa-
rah Johnson Allen, started out making cutlery but became rich with his 
patented design for the "Allen Pepperbox," a repeating pistol that ri-
valed Winchester's Colt in sales and was immortalized in Mark Twain's 
stories of riverboat gambling. As a boy, lsana Goddard's husband, Isaac, 
was apprenticed to a paper maker, moved up to mill superintendent, 
then struck out on his own to manufacture paper making machinery. A 
large percentage of CFS members were married to highly skilled arti-
sans, such as carpenters and masons, who prospered with the town's physi-
cal expansion. Maria Bigelow, for example, wed Mason H. Morse, a 
carpenter turned wealthy building contractor. More than one manager 
in five, however, was herself a head of household. 24 
The women also belonged to overlapping circles of family and 
friends. Five pairs of mothers and daughters joined the antebellum soci-
ety, including a stepmother and stepdaughter. With just one exception, 
the daughters followed their mothers into surrogate parenting as they 
had followed them into actual parenting, seeming to assume the mantle 
of CFS membership as a rite of passage into womanhood. When Trea-
surer Rebecca Lincoln Newton died in 1855, her daughter Hester New-
ton stepped in and served as treasurer until her death forty-four years 
later. The ties among the members similarly encompassed their extended 
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families. Sarah Parker Mason was Rebecca Newton's niece and Hester 
Newton's cousin, and grew up in the Newton household; Louisa Gladding 
Brown and Sarah Knowlton Brown were in-laws, married to brothers; 
Ellen Buffum married a cousin of Ann Buffum Earle's; Hannah 
Chamberlin Wheelock and Caroline Chamberlin Pratt were sisters; Sarah 
Johnson Allen and Lucinda Allen Thurber were sisters-in-law; after 
Thurber died in 1853, her husband Charles remarried, and Caroline 
Estey Bennett assumed Lucinda's role as a wife to Charles, a mother to 
Lucinda's two children, and a CFS manager. Such intimate ties among 
the women strengthened the organization by facilitating group coop-
eration, and underscored the society's emphasis upon communal reci-
procity.25 
Business relationships also overlay a chart of the CFS member-
ship. Lacking the waterpower vital to large-scale manufacturing prior to 
the invention of the steam engine, Worcester's economic development 
initially relied instead upon the output of highly skilled artisans in small 
shops and partnerships. The organization of the economy into many 
small manufactories was thus an economic necessity that soon became a 
point of city pride. As one local newspaper bragged in 1840, "We have 
no corporation in Worcester, not one .... "26 
The business connections of CFS members reflected these famil-
iar and often familial arrangements. Mason Morse, married to Manager 
Maria Bigelow Morse, built Butman's Block for Benjamin Butman, 
married to Manager Maria Cooley Butman. Charles Thurber, husband 
ofManagers Lucinda Allen Thurber and then Caroline Bennett Thurber, 
manufactured guns in partnership with his first wife's brother, Ethan 
Allen, who was the husband of Manager Sarah Allen. William Brown, 
wed to Manager Louisa Gladding Brown, and Theophilus Brown, wed 
to Manager Sarah Knowlton Brown, were merchant tailors as W & A 
Brown and Company. Draper Ruggles, the husband ofManager Caroline 
Blake Ruggles, and John Mason, the husband ofManager Sarah Parker 
Mason, made agricultural tools as Ruggles, Nourse, Mason and Com-
pany. Thomas Drew, married to Manager Mary Shute Drew, and Ed-
ward Earle, married to Manager Ann Buffum Earle, were partners in 
the publishing business and went bankrupt together in 1848. Edward Earle 
also was a partnerwithJoseph Pratt, wed to Manager Caroline Chamberlin 
Pratt, this time in the iron business. They, too, went bankrupt, this time in 
1858. The women of the CFS thus represented a combination of old 
money and new, established families and the recently arrived. 
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Their economic status was similarly diverse. Although many of 
the women came from wealthy families, most did not. An 1846 tax as-
sessment indicates that thirty percent of the women belonged to fami-
lies with property valued at more than $10,000; however, by 1850 this 
figure had dropped to twenty-five percent as a result of the economic 
downturn of the late 1840s. The largest group of women, more than 
half, were members of middle-class families who held less than $5,000 
in property, while nearly one in four came from families of respectable 
but modest means, that is, those with less than $1,000 of real or personal 
property. 27 
These assessments should be considered a minimum indication of 
family wealth due to the peculiarities of antebellum tax assessment pro-
cedures, which assumed that the taxpayer could be relied upon to report 
honestly all of his or her real and personal property. Each spring, the 
elected tax assessors notified the Worcester public that "each of you, 
liable by law to be assessed" was to submit "true and perfect lists of your 
Polls, and all your Estates, both real and personal." The property lists of 
the 1846 tax assessment-which not infrequently detailed every pig, 
heifer, and shoat-suggest that many taxpayers complied as expected. 
Still, it seems likely that in the absence of revenue enforcement mecha-
nisms, substantial amounts of wealth went unreported. Under-reporting 
was even more likely in the case of personal property, which composed 
the bulk of women's taxable wealth and was more easily concealed than 
real estate. Overall, however, the assessments reveal that the managers 
were women of comfort or privilege, although a substantial number were 
not.28 
But a picture of wealth based upon tax assessments is incomplete, 
for if the developing economy of the nineteenth century offered unprec-
edented opportunities to succeed, it also held out unprecedented oppor-
tunities to fail. One history of debt and bankruptcy in the early nineteenth 
century found that, as a result of economic expansion and monetary 
instability, at least one in five householders went bankrupt, while other 
studies have estimated that from forty to fifty percent of businesses 
failed.29 Such a high incidence of financial failure reveals that individu-
als worth a great deal on paper did not necessarily have sufficient re-
serves to ride out bad times or even to meet an unanticipated demand 
for payment of a debt. In the late 1820s, a wave of bankruptcy swept 
through western Massachusetts, engulfing both farmers and manufac-
turers. As Worcester lawyer Christopher Columbus Baldwin recorded 
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in his diary, "Great distress among woollen manufacturers ... there are 
failures almost daily. ... They are mosdy farmers; they average almost 
one a day!!" In 1834 John Davis, the governor of Massachusetts and 
a Worcester resident, paid taxes on property assessed at an impressive 
$15,000. Yet just two years earlier, his wife, Eliza Bancroft Davis, 
had scrambled to settle a debt of $750. As Davis wrote to her hus-
band, " ... you have on hand a hundred and thirty dollars-but little to 
meet a demand for $750 so I hope you will not have to meet the office of 
Gov[ernor] a Bankrupt."30 
Although bankruptcy did not carry the degree of shame of times 
past, neither was it considered routine, and a good reputation remained 
vital to gain access to capital. Indeed, the vernacular for bankruptcy, "em-
barrassment in business," suggests the disapprobation visited upon those 
unable to pay their debts. Financial distress was made all the more dev-
astating by a social ethic that measured a man by his economic success; 
economic failure implied a moral flaw.31 In 1850, for example, an article 
in a Worcester newspaper cited four reasons why businesses failed: ex-
cessive ambition, laziness, greed for luxuries, and moral turpitude. In 
each, the fault lay with the proprietor, not with forces beyond his con-
trol, such as an unstable, unregulated economy. Imprisonment for debt, 
the customary punishment for bankruptcy, was rare but still occasionally 
enforced. Samuel Wilder had lavishly entertained the Marquis de 
Lafayette during the general's visit to Worcester in 1824. By 1842 Wilder's 
fortunes had declined, and he spent four months keeping himself enter-
tained in debtor's prison. At mid-century a series of sketches of turn-of-
the-century Worcester by Clarendon Wheelock, husband of CFS 
Manager Hannah Chamberlin Wheelock, vividly reminded locals of the 
fate of Timothy Bigelow, a Revolutionary War hero who languished 
and died in the town jail because he could not pay his debts.32 
As devastating as bankruptcy was for men, it hit women with a 
unique force. Women seldom went bankrupt themselves if only because 
a woman was rarely extended credit sufficient to permit such a thing. In 
1839, William Lincoln, brother of Manager Rebecca Lincoln Newton 
and secretary of the Worcester County Institute for Savings, flatly de-
nied Emily Stevens's loan application "not because the security was not 
adequate, but upon the ground that it is inexpedient to make loans in 
any case where the principal is a female."33 But if a woman found it 
difficult to overextend her credit by herself, it could be accomplished 
vicariously. Until the passage of a married women's property act in 1855, 
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a Massachusetts woman's property was liable to seizure by creditors to 
pay her husband's debts. Unless she controlled an estate legally separate 
from her husband's, something which was usually available only to the 
wealthy, an antebellum woman could not be insured against impover-
ishment at the hands of another. The nineteenth century's assumption 
of female dependency, enforced by law and by custom, thus meant that 
for most women the power to make critical economic decisions belonged 
to others.34 
Even worse, widespread gender discrimination in education and 
employment meant that money lost in speculative ventures or as a result 
ofbusiness failure was unlikely to be recouped through women's efforts. 35 
Consequently, for women and girls the future was necessarily tinged 
with uncertainty, even fear. The recurring economic downturns of the 
nineteenth century-known to contemporaries as "panics," suggesting 
their immediate and gut-wrenching impact-could disrupt a family's 
hopes and plans and permanently alter lives. The Panic of 1837, which 
triggered numerous farm and business failures, led two Worcester girls 
to ponder the prospects of their schoolmates:" ... we heard something 
of the Farnums. Their Father did not fail as was reported, neither are the 
girls working in a Factory. They expect to return to Green[ field Acad-
emy] in the spring." Had their father indeed failed, the Farnum girls' 
preparation for middle-class womanhood would have come to an abrupt 
halt, replaced by a future as "factory girls." The long-term implications 
of financial failure were also apparent to Louisa Jane Trumbull, whose 
own father was the cashier of the Worcester Bank. During the Panic of 
1837, fifteen-year-old Louisa recorded in her diary that the father of 
one of her friends "has lately failed and there are things connected with 
his failure which will make it impossible for him to obtain employ. This 
is a deathblow to the prospects of his children." Few antebellum Ameri-
cans were shielded from the fallout of the developing economy's fits and 
starts. But the presumption of feminine legal and economic dependence 
rendered women uniquely vulnerable to economic instability.36 
More than one in four members of the CFS knew first-hand the 
uncertainty and social embarrassment of bankruptcy. Maria Bradley 
Wyman was the wife of a Worcester dry goods merchant. Although his 
business stock was valued at $15,000 in 1846,John Wyman could not 
pay his debts and was forced into bankruptcy. In 1848, Osgood Bradley, 
a carriage manufacturer and husband of Manager Fanny Bradley, also 
went bankrupt. Eliza Bliss Ballard was first associated with the CFS in 
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1849 as an assistant manager but within a year had moved up to man-
ager, a position she held until1879. Her husband, Charles, followed a 
similar upward career path as a manufacturer of card setting equipment. 
· Ballard's fortunes improved as he moved steadily from an independent 
sash and blind maker in 1845, to employment as a machinist for the 
firm of Ball & Rice in 1854, to buying out one of his employers and 
forming the partnership of Ball & Ballard in 1855. But the depression 
of the late 1850s forced Ballard into bankruptcy in 1860. Three years 
later, he was back at his old shop but reduced in status to that of an 
employee of a new partnership, Ball & Williams. Benjamin Butman, 
husband of Manager Maria Cooley Butman, was a West India goods 
and grocery merchant who sank much of his wealth into developing 
Worcester real estate. Butman's extensive properties included the Brinley 
Block, a row of shops and offices along Main Street, and Brinley Hall, 
the site of numerous lectures, parties, and exhibitions. Butman also went 
bankrupt three times, in 1838, 1840, and 1848, when he was unable to 
make good on his extensive real estate speculations. During the 1840 
bankruptcy, the Butmans underwent the indignity of having their be-
longings sold at a public auction to satisfy his creditors, and were able to 
turn their fortunes around only through a timely inheritance from their 
nephew and adopted son.37 
As these examples suggest, even those with considerable resources 
on paper could be vulnerable to the vicissitudes of antebellum America's 
unprecedented boom-and-bust market economy. While tax assessments 
indicate that many of the women of the CFS belonged to families with 
substantial property, the economic reality of their lives could be quite 
different. Economic instability as well as economic prosperity shaped 
their lives, and was a crucial aspect of their world over which they, as 
legally dependent women, had little control. A woman's class standing 
could thus vary significandy over time, keyed as it was to the luck and 
skill of her father or husband; rarely was an antebellum woman able to 
determine her class position through her own efforts. Or, to be more 
precise, rarely was an antebellum woman able to attain, through her own 
efforts, any class position other than poor. The era's definition of"middle 
class" as a sensibility rather than a distinct socioeconomic status ad-
dressed this structural and gender crisis. If a woman could not always be 
middle-class, she could at least act as if she were. 
Fifteen percent of the women of the CFS, moreover, were self-
supporting widows or single women, and most of these struggled to get 
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by. Abigail Hunt, a single woman, juggled her responsibilities as an as-
sistant manager with running a boarding house from rented lodgings. 
Eliza Cole, a young widow, had no taxable property and no home of her 
own. Catherine Bemis lost her three-year-old son, George, in July 1836, • 
and her husband, John, a merchant, one month later; by the late 1840s, 
Bemis was supporting herself and her surviving children by running a 
boarding house out of her Park Street home. Charlotte Heywood 
Foxcroft, widowed in 1824, was more fortunate. Not only did she own a 
home on Park Street but she also held $600 in bank shares and had $300 
in the bank earning interest, while her children awaited a paternal in-
heritance of$3,000. To meet her household expenses, however, Foxcroft 
also opened her home to those who were willing to pay her board; all the 
while she held the leadership position ofFirst Directress. Not all women 
could balance supporting a family and the demands of the CFS. Jane 
Pinkham was the third wife of a dry goods clerk. When she was wid-
owed in 1884, Pinkham needed a job and turned to the business with 
which she was most familiar: the CFS, which hired her as the assistant 
matron. Thus, while many managers enjoyed privileged lives, most did 
not enjoy economically secure lives, and this distinction is critical to 
understanding the women's motives for reform.38 
Further evidence that instability was an essential element in the 
lives of the women of the CFS is provided by their high level of residen-
tial mobility. Europeans remarked with wonder upon the frequency with 
which Americans changed their lodgings. As Frances Trollope of En-
gland observed, "On the 1st of May the city of New York has the ap-
pearance of sending off a population flying from the plague, or of a town 
which had surrendered on condition of carrying away all their goods 
and chattel. ... Every one I spoke to on the subject complained of this 
custom as most annoying, but all assured me it was unavoidable, if you 
inhabit a rented house."39 Worcester was no exception. As the editor of 
the Palladium conceded wryly in 1849, the paper was "really unfashion-
able" because it was among the few in town to stay put. The women of 
the CFS were much more fashionable: only five of the seventy-three 
managers lived at the same address for the twelve years under study, and 
most moved every three to four years. While the less privileged tended 
to change residences more frequendy, even the wealthiest were a migra-
tory lot, packing up their homes and hearths in the springtime to relo-
cate, sometimes just around the corner. For example, when Amos Brown 
died in 1848, he left Mary Rider Brown a substantial estate. The new 
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widow moved with her daughters from 238 Main Street to 264 Main 
Street, next door to Manager Ann K. Colton. In 1850, Brown invited 
fellow Manager Mary Spurr and her children to move in; Spurr, wid-
owed in 1842, had been boarding at various addresses for several years. 
In 1855, Brown moved again, this time south to 317 Main Street before 
returning to 264 Main Street in 1857, where she remained unti11865.40 
Other CFS members moved still more often, but the circuit they 
followed tended to be limited to two areas: the middle-class Crown Hill 
neighborhood west of Main Street and the comfortable Mount Vernon 
and Union Hill neighborhoods northeast of the town center of Lincoln 
Square. First developed in the late 1840s, these neighborhoods were 
distinguished by their balloon-frame, two-story wood houses set on deep 
but narrow lots. The houses were similarly narrow, with the gable facing 
the street to yield a basic floor plan one room wide and three rooms 
deep, which facilitated heating during Worcester's long, cold winters. 
Sliding doors separating the parlor and the dining room could be opened 
to form one large room for meetings or entertaining. Relatively spacious 
by the standards of the day, light and airy, the houses were not especially 
large, often no more than six or seven rooms, and were closely packed 
together, a short block or two from Worcester's busy Main Street.41 
Managers with fewer or more uncertain economic resources were 
even more peripatetic and tended to roam the most. Mary Ann Farwell, 
for example, was born in Fitchburg, Worcester county, married and moved 
to Big Flatts, New York, returned to Fitchburg, then relocated to Worces-
ter, where she, her husband, and their four surviving children settled 
near the Blackstone Canal on Howard Street, in central Worcester. They 
moved across Main to Elizabeth in 1849, then two years later crossed 
town to the more rural Plantation Street so that Simeon Farwell, for-
merly a painter and a fancy box manufacturer, could take up farming. 
Mter two years, the Farwells pulled up stakes once more and moved to 
Michigan. 
Not all managers could afford "going to house-keeping," that is, 
could be independent householdersY Women in more straitened cir-
cumstances turned to family, business relations, and each other to form 
extended households. The home lives of widows, such as Eliza Cole or 
Charlotte Foxcroft, were especially complicated. Cole boarded in the 
homes of others; Foxcroft took in boarders. But married managers could 
also find it difficult to establish their own homes. Martha Freeman 
Goddard's husband was an apprentice watchmaker in his father's jew-
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elry business; the couple boarded with his parents at 14 High Street, 
where Martha died in childbirth in 1860, at age twenty-five. Others 
resided with their families out of choice. Hester Newton was economi-
cally independent, thanks to an inheritance of $12,000, but preferred to 
live with her widowed father in the three-story brick home her wealthy 
parents had built on State Street. When Newton married attorney and 
childhood friend John Wetherell, he joined her in the Newton family 
home. But whatever the particular circumstances of the women's living 
arrangements, they had one thing in common: in the frequent ritual of 
locating an acceptable new home, packing and unpacking the house-
hold, settling in children, relatives, boarders, and pets, setting their houses 
in order and finding just the right new place for everything, the women 
of the CFS experienced recurring domestic disruption, their lives char-
acterized not by constancy but by constant change. 
Taken together, the tax assessment, insolvency records, and resi-
dential data unveil a complex portrait of the women who founded and 
ran the CFS. The managers included women from the local (and state) 
political and economic elite, from the newer entrepreneurial segments 
of the emerging market society, and those on the financial and social 
margin. Some women belonged to families that were quite wealthy; most 
belonged to families that were financially comfortable; a significant per-
centage worked hard to make ends meet. Yet all were subject to the 
uncertainties of the emerging market, their economic security most ap-
parent in retrospect. The lives of the managers of the CFS were directly 
and intimately shaped by the antebellum era's unpredictable economy, 
and while they might look forward to the future with hope, experience 
had taught that they could not do so with confidence. 
Another area oflife, crucial to the women's sense of purpose and of 
self, further illuminates the instability and the absence of control inher-
ent in their circumstances. The founders ofWorcester's Children's Friend 
Society also had in common the knowledge of what it meant to lose a 
child. All of the married women for whom data are available gave birth 
at least once, or adopted at least one child, for a total of one hundred and 
fifty children, an average of 2.8 children per woman. Yet despite their 
relatively privileged births, fully one-third of these children died as in-
fants or before reaching adulthood. Stated another way, each mother in 
the CFS could reasonably expect to bury at least one of her children. In 
reality, tragedy struck unevenly. Mary Rider Brown gave birth to three 
daughters and buried two before they had reached their second year. 
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Neither of Hester Newton Wetherell's two children lived long enough 
to be named. Her first child, "No Name Wetherell," died five minutes 
after birth, while her second, also "No Name Wetherell," was born pre-
maturely. Caroline Chamberlin Pratt gave birth to four sons: two died 
within the first year, one died of scarlet fever at age eleven, and the other, 
his father's namesake, died of a seizure at age twenty-three. Ann King 
Colton was more fortunate. Of five known children, she lost only one. 
But the loss, difficult under any circumstances, came at an especially 
trying time. As Colton labored to give birth to her third child, her sec-
ond-born, four-year-old Mary Rodman, lay gravely ill with a fever. Two 
days later, little Mary succumbed. Colton, at once a new mother and a 
grieving mother, named the new baby after her dead daughter.43 
In antebellum America, the first five years were the danger years 
and the women of the CFS knew it well. Mary Drew gave birth to five 
children over the course of eleven years. Her first-born, Thomas, died at 
four of the croup; her fourth child, Frank, also died at four, of scarlet 
fever. Rebecca Goddard gave birth to two girls: the first died at fifteen 
months, the second at twelve months; two of Mary Green's three chil-
dren did not survive their first year; Abigail Rawson gave birth to twin 
daughters: one survived only two weeks while the other died at five 
months of "cholera infantum," or dehydration. But children were vul-
nerable at any age. Deborah Dunbar lost one son at twelve months and 
a second at ten years, while Dorcas Lee's son William died at five from 
a head wound. Harriett Russell Barry, apparently unable to have chil-
dren, adopted Emma, who drowned at the age of sixteen, while Maria 
Cooley Butman lost two of her three adopted children, including Eliza-
beth Paine, who died in childbirth at the age of twenty-three. Nor did 
high social rank insure against disaster. Mary Pond, whose husband was 
a farmer with a substantial estate, gave birth at least three times: Charles 
died at six of scrofula, an infection of the lymph glands of the throat, and 
Emma died at twenty-three of tuberculosis; only Isabel, Pond's young-
est, survived. The managers thus knew intimately how swiftly maternal 
joy could turn to sadness, for the years they spent in pregnancy and child 
care were too often but a prelude to a child's early death. 
The managers also could not escape the constant reminders of the 
frailty of the body because health in general was precarious in antebel-
lum America-and growing more so. As a contemporary and supporter 
of the CFS, Eliza Bancroft Davis, described to her husband in 1831, 
"Everybody seems to be complaining, some sick, some dying, some dead." 
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Family correspondence from this period reveals a preoccupation border-
ing on an obsession with the health of friends and loved ones, as when 
Rebekah Dean Salisbury, whose wealthy husband Stephen Salisbury II 
would become a CFS advisor, warned her sister Catherine Dean Flint, 
"This is not a letter but a bulletin of health." Indeed, so pervasive were 
health concerns that a letter writer who failed to render a timely fitness 
report was presumed to be hiding something. As an anxious Matilda 
Butterworth Chase wrote to her adult son Anthony Chase ofWorcester, 
"My ever dear son, I have oflate had many forebodings about the[ e] as it 
has been a long time sense [sic] I received a letter from the[ e) for fear 
that thou wast sick and did not wish for me to know it .... "44 
Davis, Salisbury, and Chase had good reason to be anxious. The 
decades from 1840 to 1869 witnessed a short-term rise in mortality rates 
among the native-hom white population and a consequent decline in 
life expectancy, especially for women. In antebellum Worcester, death 
rates exhibited a rapid upward trend: in 1828, one out of every eighty 
residents died; in 1838, one out of fifty-nine; in 1848, one out of forty.45 
Although the jump in mortality is apparent, its cause is not; how-
ever, a number of factors likely contributed to diminishing life spans. 
While food was often plentiful and relatively inexpensive, American di-
ets relied heavily on fatty meats, starches, and carbohydrates, and was 
low in fiber. Moreover, to conserve labor, busy housewives cooked large 
quantities at once. Farm wife Adelaide Isham Crossman of South Sutton, 
Worcester county, rolled up her sleeves and in one hectic afternoon baked 
seven meat pies, four apple pies, numerous loaves of bread and several 
cakes, as well as pots of soup and vats of "beens" sufficient to feed her 
family for the following week. Food thus prepared was stored in pie 
safes or cellars and subject to the depredations of rats and other vermin; 
moreover, a lack of refrigeration, especially in the booming urban areas, 
meant that food often was spoiled. The result was chronic digestive up-
set and the litany of bowel complaints so evident in letters and diaries of 
the period regardless of the economic status of the sufferer. "Mother has 
not been very well for the last week. She had diarrhea & tho relieved 
from it entirely she does not look quite right yet .... She is not sick only 
not quite well," Rebekah Salisbury informed her sister in 1841. Treat-
ments for the recurrent bouts of dyspepsia and dysentery were imagina-
tive if not effective. Physicians liberally prescribed emetics in cases of 
diarrhea, even for infants, while those who preferred tonics could sip 
Mrs. Kidder's delightfully named "Dysentery Cordial," which promised 
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"an immediate and perfect cure for cholera morbus, dysentery, diarrhea, 
summer complaints of children, sea sickness, general debility, etc., etc." 
A young Stephen Salisbury, suffering from "oppression of the stomach" 
allegedly caused by eating cold fruit, rode horseback for two and a half 
miles to "shake the stomach down," but succeeded only in adding chafed 
legs to his digestive discomfort. 46 
Other health threats were more deadly. Tuberculosis, known collo-
quially as "consumption'' because the disease appeared to consume its 
victim, was a subtle but relentless killer and the leading cause of death in 
the nineteenth century, accounting for approximately one out of every 
five deaths, and, in the 1830s, for one out of every four. In some years 
the death toll was still higher: in the second half of 1842, nearly forty 
percent of adult deaths in Worcester were attributed to consumption. 
Unlike epidemic diseases, which disproportionately afflicted the poor, 
tuberculosis was no respecter of social class or condition. It did, how-
ever, demonstrate a marked gender preference and struck women espe-
cially hard, a fact of which contemporaries were well aware. 47 A recent 
history of the disease points out that the consumptive's decline was not, 
as popular nineteenth-century images sometimes suggested, in the least 
bit romantic. Death from tuberculosis was often slow, in some cases tak-
ing several decades, and always involved great suffering: listlessness and 
fatigue, chest pain, fever, incessant coughing, labored breathing, joint 
pain and swelling, throat ulcers, night sweats and diarrhea, lung hemor-
rhages, and the dramatic weight loss that gave the sufferer the appear-
ance of a living-but barely breathing-corpse. Medical science had no 
cure for tuberculosis and did not yet even understand that it was conta-
gious; moreover, such treatments that existed were often as harsh as the 
symptoms. 48 
Tuberculosis also inflicted considerable emotional pain upon the 
victim and his or her family, for the course of the disease was highly 
unpredictable. Periods of apparent remission raised hopes for an even-
tual recovery, only to be dashed by a sudden worsening of the condition. 
In 1843, seventeen-year-old Maria Allen of Worcester described the 
consumption of her cousin, Elizabeth Allen: 
Lizzie Allen is in a consumption as you may have heard ere 
this .... She is gradually wasting away. I wish you were here 
to see her; I do not think that she realizes her situation in the 
least. Consumption is so flattering a disease that it deceives 
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us to the last. I suspect there is no doubt but that Lizzie is too 
far gone to be made better .... 
I wonder sometimes what the sensations of so young a 
girl must be when she is told that she must bid adieu to all 
things below. I think that Lizzie will soon be calm although 
at first the struggle will be great. She may continue weeks but 
it is not at all probable; I shall miss her beyond account.49 
Maria Allen erred somewhat in her estimation of her cousin's death; 
Lizzie Allen lingered for five more months before dying in February 
1844, at age seventeen. (Maria Allen herself would soon learn what it 
meant to be young and "bid adieu to all things below" when she suc-
cumbed to scarlet fever two years later.) Bereft family and friends testi-
fied to the psychological and emotional devastation that tuberculosis 
wrought by repeatedly characterizing the consumptive's slow death as 
"sudden." Because the progress of the disease was so uncertain, the 
sufferer's eventual death was experienced as a shock, magnifying the blow 
that survivors had to absorb. Lizzie Allen's death, while clearly antici-
pated, was thus described by a cousin as "very sudden-she dined as 
usual-before tea was dead." When Albert Congdon ofWorcester died 
of tuberculosis in 1843, a family member similarly perceived his death as 
"rather sudden" even though the long-consumptive Congdon "had been 
quite ill for a week."50 
The women of the CFS enjoyed no greater physical immunity than 
did their contemporaries and experienced a representative rate of tuber-
culosis: of those for whom the cause of death is known, more than one in 
five died from the disease. In addition, four managers were widowed by 
tuberculosis, while five nursed children through their illnesses to their 
consumptive deaths. Among those hardest hit were the most privileged. 
Rebecca Lincoln Newton, the CFS's first treasurer and one of its initial 
incorporators, was born into the prominent Lincoln family, which domi-
nated Whig and Republican politics in Massachusetts. The Lincolns 
were also haunted by the specter of tuberculosis. In 1845, Newton's 
nephew, Levi Lincoln Ill, died of the disease at age thirty-five; in 1846, 
his sister and Newton's niece, Ann Lincoln, died of tuberculosis at age 
twenty-eight; and 1847 found Newton traveling south with her con-
sumptive son, Levi Lincoln Newton, in the belief that a warmer climate 
would ease his condition. From Virginia, Newton wrote hopefully to 
her husband, "Lincoln has not entirely got rid of his cough, although I 
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think it is yielding to the influence of the warm climate." Her confi-
dence was misplaced; Levi Lincoln Newton died not long after at twenty-
seven years of age. 51 
In the consecutive deaths of her nephew, niece, and son, Rebecca 
Lincoln Newton glimpsed her own future for she, too, was consumptive. 
Even as she helped to found and run the CFS, keeping a careful ac-
counting of its revenues and expenditures, Newton fought a painful battle 
against the disease. By the mid-1850s, the Newton family was running 
up large bills with Worcester physician Dr. John Green in the desperate 
search for a cure or, failing that, for some way to alleviate her suffering. 
In June 1854, Dr. Green was applying leeches to Newton's body, a com-
mon and useless form of treatment, and prescribing cognac and rum to 
control the pain. The macabre image is striking, even absurd: a cadaver-
ous Newton, sixty-two years old, littered with leeches and sipping brandy 
as she struggled to breath while figuring the CFS's accounts. By January 
1855, Rebecca Lincoln Newton was terminal and was eased toward death, 
and possibly into it, with several gallons of rum and seventy ounces of 
chloroform. After Newton died, the managers scrambled to finish her 
accounting for their Annual Report, for despite Newton's lengthy de-
cline, they found they had "had no opportunity for conference with the 
late Treasurer" before her "sudden'' death. 52 
Like Rebecca Lincoln Newton, Charlotte Heywood Foxcroft was 
a founding member of the CFS and a consumptive. Also like Newton, 
Foxcroft had to endure the death of her child from the disease they 
shared. Elizabeth Haskins Foxcroft, Charlotte's youngest daughter, was 
only eighteen when she died of tuberculosis at her widowed mother's 
home following a lengthy physical decline that made it difficult for the 
young woman to even sit up without assistance. In the spring of 1836, 
Elizabeth Foxcroft's "lung fever" appeared to have abated, permitting 
her to attend services at the Unitarian church and raising her family's 
hopes for a return to good health. Not long thereafter, the neighbors 
noticed a commotion at the Foxcroft home. Only fifteen minutes after 
the physician had assured her anxious mother that she was on the mend, 
Elizabeth gasped "I cannot breathe so much longer" and died. A stunned 
Charlotte Foxcroft told a neighbor that "We had time for nothing but to 
stand round her bed and see her die. Her death was occasioned by a 
sudden rush ofblood upon the lungs .... " Elizabeth Foxcroft's hemor-
rhage was typical of the final moments of tuberculosis sufferers, whose 
deaths were announced by an outpouring of arterial blood from mouth 
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and nose; shocked family members could do nothing but watch help-
lessly as the victim choked and suffocated in the bright red pool. The 
following Sunday, Charlotte Foxcroft and her surviving children took 
what comfort they could from their minister, who used the occasion of 
Elizabeth's death to preach a sermon from John 14:18, "I will not leave 
you comfortless: I will come to you." Charlotte Foxcroft herself died of 
tuberculosis in 1862, at the age of sixty-nine. Witnesses to their children's 
deaths from consumption, Newton and Foxcroft could only wait and 
watch for their own slow deaths to unfold. 53 
Yet rather than impeding the women's service to the CFS, tuber-
culosis may even have inspired greater dedication, for consumptives were 
disproportionately represented in leadership positions. Of the five women 
elected to office in 1849 to ensure that the society got off to a good start, 
three had tuberculosis: Treasurer Rebecca Newton, Second Directress 
Charlotte Foxcroft, and Secretary Marcia Pomeroy Knowlton. More-
over, the six women known to have died of tuberculosis were distin-
guished by their devotion and by their lengthy terms of service. With 
the exception of Foxcroft, who resigned seven years prior to her death to 
move to Boston to be with her daughter, all of the CFS consumptives 
died "in the harness." Rebecca Newton died in 1855 in her sixth year in 
office. Hannah Chamberlin Wheelock joined in 1849 as an assistant 
manager and was elected second directress in 1852; she died in office 
the following year, at age forty-five. Marcia Knowlton, like Newton an 
original incorporator, was the society's first and only secretary until shortly 
before she succumbed to tuberculosis in 1871. Martha Moore Wood-
ward joined as an assistant manager in 1853, was elected manager three 
years later, and served in that capacity until her death in 1878. Finally, 
Sarai Wiswell Lombard served as an assistant manager for twenty-five 
years, from 1853 until her death in 1878. A recent study of tuberculosis 
has found that male consumptives were more likely than non-consump-
tives to take up religious or social causes because their unusual aware-
ness of death encouraged an uncompromising devotion to principle. The 
evidence from the CFS suggests that consumptive women responded to 
the hand fate had dealt them with a similar commitment to improving 
their community for as long as they could. 54 
Other managers endured chronic health problems that may also 
have encouraged their desire to be useful. Lusanna Whiting Tolman 
collected money for the CFS for three years despite the constant hunger 
and thirst from the diabetes that finally killed her in 1858. Mary Ann 
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Banister's red face indicated that she suffered from erysipelas, familiarly 
known as St. Anthony's Fire, a streptococcal infection of the skin and 
subcutaneous tissues marked by redness, swelling, and a general sense of 
malaise that also disproportionately afflicted women. In the nineteenth 
century erysipelas was incurable and occasionally lethal, as when it caused 
Banister's death at the age of sixty-three. Despite wheezing from asthma 
and a persistent cough, Ann King Colton worked on behalf of the chil-
dren ofWorcester for forty-two years. Acutely aware that life was often 
fleeting and inevitably involved physical and emotional pain, the women 
of the CFS imbued their work with a sense of urgency to accomplish 
what they could in whatever time they had. As the consumptive Marcia 
Knowlton wrote in 1855, the women's familiarity with death meant that 
"We would not neglect the few remaining opportunities for usefulness 
we may be permitted to enjoy, or waste in the pursuit of pleasure, or in 
indolence and inactivity, the little time given us for nobler purposes."55 
The desire to do good, to be useful, may also have reflected a search 
for stability that was frequendy lacking in CFS families, many of which 
did not resemble the domestic refuge so often described in contempo-
rary literature. On the contrary, despite their level of material comfort, 
the family lives of those who joined the CFS could be tumultuous. When 
a widowed Sarah Murray Johnson married Ethan Allen in 1843, he was 
a man with a somewhat scandalous past. Allen had acrimoniously parted 
from his first wife, Mary, and in 1841 announced his views in the Worces-
ter Palladium: "Ethan Allen finds his wife Mary Allen impossible to live 
with and will not be responsible for her debts in the future." Such no-
tices were not uncommon in the years before the liberalization of di-
vorce laws and effected a legal separation of a married couple. In his 
caustic public comments, however, Ethan Allen was unusually and un-
necessarily vituperative. 56 
Manager Sarah Harrington Walker had an even worse scandal to 
live down. Her father, Jubal Harrington, was variously an attorney, the 
city's postmaster in the 1830s, and the editor of the Liberty of the Press. 
He was also a man of stiongJ acksonian Democrat opinions. In the spring 
of 1850, when Sarah was only nineteen, Harrington became exercised 
over the temperance and antislavery campaigns then making headway 
in Worcester. Swearing to give Free Soil and temperance advocates "hell 
and scissors," Harrington lobbed a six-inch hand grenade into the office 
of the mayor, a temperance supporter. No one was hurt but Harrington 
did make an impressive mess of the mayor's office and blew a hole in the 
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rear brick wall. Three days later, the assistant city marshall's home mys-
teriously exploded. All eyes apparendy turned toward Harrington and, 
after being released on bond, he lit out for California, where his talents 
were better appreciated and he was elected a judge. Daughter Sarah re-
mained in Worcester and two years later married Joseph Walker, a pros-
perous shoe dealer several years older than she. Whatever stability Sarah 
Harrington Walker found as a wife, a mother, and a CFS assistant man-
ager was mitigated by the early deaths of two of her three children; she 
herself died giving birth to a fourth child in 1859.57 
Finally, Manager Rebecca Lincoln Newton presided over a house-
hold that included her husband, her daughter Hester, and her consump-
tive son Levi. When her only sister, Martha Lincoln Parker, died in 
childbirth in 1822, Newton opened her home to her three young nieces, 
Martha, Elizabeth, and Sarah Parker. The girls' father, Leonard Moody 
Parker, was still alive, but turned over to Newton the responsibility for 
rearing them. When Elizabeth Parker announced her desire to marry 
her dead sister's fiance in 1837, Leonard Parker gave his blessing but 
cautioned, "I will of course expect ... the advice & approval of Mrs. 
Newton. This may be submitted to her."58 
To this busy household was added William Lincoln, Rebecca 
Newton's younger brother, Rejoice Newton's law partner, an early histo-
rian of Worcester, a figure of local prominence, and an alcoholic. Lin-
coln boarded for a time with Eliza Bancroft Davis while her husband 
served in the U.S. Congress. Although the erudite and accomplished 
Lincoln was known for his "sparkling wit and humor," Davis found him 
considerably less amusing and developed an intense dislike for someone 
she described as "a man of impulses, not to say capric~s." Davis tolerated 
Lincoln's drinking because she wanted the money he paid for room and 
board, but she did not hesitate to threaten to pack him off to his sister 
Rebecca's if he did not straighten up. For a while, Lincoln overcame 
what Davis referred to privately as the "fling jlangs," or delirium tre-
mens. In January 1841, struggling with what his culture assumed to be a 
moral failing rather than an organic disorder, Lincoln recorded in his 
diary a New Year's resolution to take control of his life: " ... the bad 
habits in which I may have indulged, I will attempt to reform, and I 
resolve that life during the coming year shall be as pure in motive and as 
upright in action, as it is possible for human resolution to accomplish." 
Lincoln joined the Washingtonian temperance society and took the 
pledge, even composed and delivered temperance lectures in Worcester 
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and nearby towns, and a neighbor noted that Lincoln's relieved family 
and friends "were quite confident of the permanency of his reform." But 
instead, Lincoln turned to opium "&soon relapsed into his former hab-
its." In February 1843 William Lincoln lost his fight. Collapsing in the 
law office he shared with Rejoice Newton, Lincoln was carried to his 
sister's house, where he died the following October, a forty-one-year-
old bankrupt alcoholic. Rebecca Lincoln Newton enjoyed many advan-
tages in life: wealth, social status, education, and a close-knit, demonstrative 
family. Yet her life, like those of the other women of the CFS, was also 
dramatically affected by circumstances beyond her controP9 
As these examples suggest, the portrayal of the middle-class do-
mestic circle, so ubiquitous in the literature of the period, is historically 
inaccurate. The antebellum American family was more amoeba-like than 
spherical, reaching out to embrace the ill and the orphaned, then re-
tracting to let go of the dying and the dead. More than forty percent of 
the members of the CFS at one point in their adult lives opened their 
homes to relatives, friends, or acquaintances, or themselves boarded in 
the homes of others, a percentage that, once again, placed them squarely 
in step with their contemporaries. Rebecca Newton's family formed and 
reformed upon the illnesses or deaths of parents, children, siblings, and 
friends. In the early 1820s, the Newtons consisted of a classic nuclear 
family: mother, father, and two children. By the mid-1820s, the family 
was altered by the death of a son, the birth of a daughter, and the addi-
tion of three motherless nieces. By the early 1840s, one niece had died, a 
second had married, and a desperately ill brother had taken refuge under 
the family roo£ By the mid-1840s, with the death ofWilliam Lincoln 
and the marriage of the third niece, the Newtons once more conformed 
to a nuclear family of parents plus two children. But by the mid-1850s 
both the mother and the son were dead, and the family was reduced to a 
widower and an unmarried adult daughter. Which incarnation-nuclear, 
extended, or reduced-can be said to best represent the Newton family 
experience? If instead we view the family as a dynamic but nonlinear 
institution, we come closer to understanding the daily lives of many nine-
teenth-century families, including relatively privileged families. We may 
also understand more fully the motives of those who founded a society 
whose goal was to be a friend to a child. 60 
The women who founded and ran the Worcester Children's Friend So-
ciety were more ordinary than exceptional. Their general level of pros-
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perity and higher than average social status undeniably made some as-
pects of their lives more comfortable than the lives of many of their 
contemporaries. But no amount of privilege could protect them from 
the kinds of critical life experiences, such as economic uncertainty, resi-
dential instability, family disintegration, illness, suffering, and death, that 
much less privileged women also endured. Indeed, it was the very vola-
tility of their personal lives that made it possible for the women of the 
CFS to comprehend and to empathize with the crises confronting those 
to whom they extended help. In brief, for the managers to identify with 
the poor women of their community did not require an imaginative leap 
across the chasm of class. Analysis of the structure and organization of 
the society these women founded and ran, the Worcester Children's 
Friend Society, demonstrates that they had mastered the primary lesson 
of nineteenth-century American womanhood: to innovate as well as to 
adapt. 
4 
"Rachel Weeping for 
Her Children'' 
Mothers, Children, and the 
Antebellum Foster Family 
Society will have to pay dearly for its neglect in some way 
or another, if such outcasts of humanity, always to be found 
among us, are allowed to grow up in all the ignorance and 
vice, which they inherit as their only natural birthright. 
-Worcester Children's Friend Society, 
Eighteenth Annual Report 
Organized in late 1848 by women familiar with motherhood and troubled 
times, the Worcester Children's Friend Society received the blessing of 
the state to dispense charity to the needy of their community. But when 
the managers actually began to deal with poor families, the society took 
on a life of its own. The moral indignation that characterized the man-
agers' initial public posture ebbed when working with parents led them 
to unanticipated conclusions about the nature of poverty in their city. 
The problem, the women came to realize, was not that poor parents did 
not want to help themselves and their children. The problem was that 
they had acute economic worries. The ability and willingness of the 
women of the CFS to listen and to empathize led them to offer innova-
tive social services through short-and long-term boarding, foster fami-
lies, and adoption. In addition, the way the managers dealt with the 
nettlesome problems and humdrum details of running such a society 
revealed the limits upon their institution's power. Rather than breaking 
up poor families, a process that was more difficult to accomplish in ante-
bellum America than is often assumed, the CFS helped to keep families 
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together. In the process the women created a semi-official department 
of child protective services for a developing nineteenth-century city. 
A MATRIARCHAL HoME 
The first order ofbusiness at the organizational meeting of the Children's 
Friend Society in December 1848 was to establish an administrative 
framework. The corporate body the women created, and the constitu-
tion they wrote to animate it, reveal a firm grasp of management prin-
ciples. They elected two "directresses," a secretary, a treasurer, and a slate 
of twelve managers and twelve assistant managers, two each "from nearly 
all the religious societies in the city." The managers were responsible for 
running the society and its orphan's home, locating and monitoring fos-
ter and adoptive families, investigating complaints and settling disputes, 
and hiring and overseeing the matron and others employed at the home. 
The assistant managers were charged with finding the money to pay for 
it all.1 
To this structure the women added twelve male advisors to lend 
"character and importance to the movement." The managers did not 
need to look very far for suitable men; they simply scanned their church 
congregations, inspected neighborhood gatherings, or even glanced down 
the table at dinner. Forty-one percent of the first twelve advisors were 
related by blood or marriage to a manager; fifty percent of the second 
board of advisors were so connected. By 1853, more than half of the 
advisors had personal ties to a manager. But within this society, women 
reigned supreme for the male advisors played an intentionally subordi-
nate role. The advisors convened only when the managers summoned 
them and served at the women's pleasure; the men had no voting rights 
and did not attend the regular or special call meetings of this otherwise 
democratic organization. When a problem arose with which the women 
wanted assistance, they solicited the men's advice but excused them when 
the business meeting began. The advisors were invited to the annual 
meeting, but so too was the general public.2 
The advisors supposedly existed to lend "character and importance" 
to the CFS, yet clergymen were conspicuously absent from the Board, 
which was composed exclusively of entrepreneurs, lawyers, and politi-
cians. Indeed, the real, albeit unstated, purpose of the advisors was to 
provide formally but freely their otherwise expensive expertise in busi-
ness, law, and politics. The managers called upon the advisors when the 
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home needed repairs, when there was a fire and the insurance had to be 
straightened out, or for legal assistance with real estate and financial 
transactions. The typically wealthy advisors were also a reliable source of 
emergency funds; however, the men offered the money not in their offi-
cial capacity but as private citizens. In 1860, for example, Advisor 
Alexander H. Bullock pledged fifty dollars to help retire the society's 
debt, prompting six others to come gallantly forward, but only after the 
board meeting had been adjourned. The male board of advisors thus 
rendered necessary and valuable service to the CFS but had no formal 
power within it. The female board of managers held the reins tightly, 
and while the women acknowledged the men's contributions with nu-
merous rhetorical tributes, they gave them no real power.3 
An advisor who failed to recognize his auxiliary status and dared to 
speak for the society swiftly ran afoul of the managers, as lchabod 
Washburn discovered to his chagrin. A classic rags-to-riches story, 
Washburn had arrived in Worcester in 1819 as a poor blacksmith's ap-
prentice but within twenty years had amassed a fortune from wiremaking, 
a booming nineteenth-century industry thanks to the telegraph, cattle 
ranches, pianos, and hoopskirts. Devoted to his family, inclined toward 
generosity, and devoutly religious, Washburn was ideal for the board of 
advisors. In 1853, however, Washburn intervened in the managers' long-
running dispute with a client, Mrs. Norman. Norman was dissatisfied 
with her son's accommodations and reclaimed him from his foster home. 
Apparently seeking support from a higher authority than the female 
managers, Norman appealed to Washburn, who was impressed with her 
sincerity and took it upon himself to cancel her son's indenture contract. 
A delegation from an irate board of managers soon descended upon 
Washburn, politely but firmly informing hi~ that his presumption was 
greatly in error. A chastened Washburn was forced to recant his actions 
and never again ventured to act independently of the managers. If 
Norman and Washburn recognized a "natural" hierarchy of men over 
women, the managers of the CFS did not, and throughout the nine-
teenth century women remained firmly in control of the society.4 
The women also were firmly in control of funding their society 
and to this end the assistant managers cultivated a variety of sources. 
They fanned out across the city, approaching ministers to take up church 
collections on their behalf, cajoling merchants and laborers into donat-
ing goods and services, knocking on doors to persuade the benevolently 
inclined to pledge assistance and to convince others to be benevolently 
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inclined, then returning in due time to collect the money. Worcester's 
Protestant congregations were the earliest and most dependable sup-
porters, contributing ninety-seven percent of the first year's revenues, 
but within four years church donations fell to slighdy over half of rev-
enues as the CFS became better known. Income from parents boarding 
children at the home gradually increased, and at its highest accounted 
for one-third of revenues. More typically, however, boarding fees ac-
counted for less than ten percent; moreover, income from boarding fluc-
tuated with the economic cycles and was lowest precisely when the 
demand for assistance was greatest. During the depression of1857, for 
example, boarding fees constituted less than five percent of the year's 
income.5 
Monies collected from churches or private donors, combined with 
the boarding fees, provided at most three-fourths of the annual budget, 
requiring other measures to make ends meet. One approach was to so-
licit in-kind donations, a highly successful tactic that significandy re-
duced the society's need for cash. In their annual calls for community 
support, the managers looked beyond the traditional cash cows of the 
urban middle and upper classes to embrace Worcester's many farmers 
and laborers. Declaring their society dependent upon the "kindness of 
our friends," the managers asked that "each one help ... us in their own 
best way. Farmers, merchants, those with purses filled, and laborers-we 
look to you all for help." In response, Mr. Estey repaired a pump for the 
CFS, while Mr. Elsell and Mr. Healy performed routine maintenance 
on the home. Acknowledging such efforts, the managers proclaimed 
"All honor to the workingmen," published detailed accounts of the in-
kind donations in the annual reports and in local newspapers, and kept a 
contributors' log on display at the home for visitors to peruse. Business 
owners also responded to the appeal. Merchants supplied the home with 
goods and groceries at wholesale prices. Newspaper editors sent sub-
scriptions of the Spy, the Transcript, and the Water-Cure journal. Sewing 
circles mended cast-off clothing and bedding, and tailored new children's 
garments. Hack owners conveyed people and goods about town; physi-
cians provided care without charge; and the city sexton contributed car-
riages for the occasional funeral processions. The matron rode free on 
the railroads, as did children heading for foster families and foster fami-
lies en route to the home. The CFS also benefitted from the surround-
ing countryside, gratefully accepting seasonal inundations of farm produce 
as well as steady supplies of beef, milk, eggs, and firewood. (When 
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Worcester's gardeners were tardy in their produce deliveries, the seldom 
shy managers took out a newspaper ad to remind them.)6 
Still, cash was more flexible and the women employed various means 
to acquire it. The advisors were an oft-targeted source of one-time funds. 
When the CFS needed a new home in the mid-1860s, the managers 
informed the men that they should be "at liberty to consider our forth-
coming appeal for a little pecuniary assistance ... as especially intended 
for their consideration."The CFS got its new home, designed expressly 
for its needs. But the managers also drew upon the resources of the 
community's women's groups. In the early 1850s the women debuted 
the CFS Lifetime Membership, an honorific available for a twenty-five-
dollar donation, and threw down the gauntlet by demanding "What so-
cieties will follow in the lead of the Union and Old South [church 
sewing circles], in making their pastors Life Members of our Society?" 
Women's groups rose to the challenge, vying to honor their ministers 
and their ministers' wives in a good-natured rivalry so effective that within 
a few years most of the local Protestant clergy had been so honored. 
When the roster had been exhausted, the women's groups either do-
nated the cash or used it to honor one of their own, as when the Ladies' 
Benevolent Circle of the Union Church made fellow congregant Mary 
Rider Brown a Lifetime Member of the organization she was already 
helping to manage. Others took the hint as well. Levi Lincoln II, a former 
Whig governor of Massachusetts, the city's first mayor, and brother of 
Manager Rebecca Lincoln Newton, bolstered the society's treasury and 
social status by regularly purchasing lifetime memberships to honor his 
friends and political allies.7 
Nor did the managers refrain from indicting the wealthy for not 
doing their share. While they had heard rumors of forthcoming endow-
ments, the women noted bluntly, "we recollect no instances of very ex-
travagant liberality toward the Institution among those accounted rich." 
Charity converted earthly gold into supernatural abundance, the man-
agers suggested helpfully, and they warned that failure to assist the needy 
was grounds for eternal damnation. Taking another tack, the women 
also appealed to Worcester's rampant boosterism. Theirs was a graceful 
city marked by "noble structures," "luxurious homes," and commodious 
halls oflearning, the managers pointed out; did not the Children's Home 
deserve similar "comforts and conveniences"? The well-to-do eventually 
responded to the combination of shame and flattery. Two years after the 
society's founding, Stephen Salisbury II donated $1,000 from the estate 
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of his late mother, Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury, who had occasion-
ally sewn garments for the CFS. The managers used the Salisbury legacy 
to purchase ten shares in the Worcester Bank and voted to invest all 
future legacies, as well as the monies from lifetime memberships, in a 
permanent fund, the interest from which was accessible for operating 
expenses. As a result of the slow accretion of legacy money, the CFS 
· gradually accumulated an investment portfolio ofbank shares, railroad 
stocks, and government bonds. In the antebellum years, however, even 
at its greatest, investment income constituted less than ten percent of 
the annual budget. As late as 1863, a full fourteen years after the society's 
founding, the managers were still exhorting the wealthy to do their part, 
for "As yet, we have had no splendid endowments from millionaire, or 
man of wealth, whereof to boast," and the CFS remained dependent 
upon small donations. 8 
Also important to the society's financial health were the occasional 
benefits staged on its behal£ The Chelsea Continentals, a popular band, 
donated the receipts· of several performances while Mr. Brewer, a "per-
fect stranger," exhibited his "Panorama ofMammoth Cave, Niagara Falls, 
etc." and brought in $15.50. More dubious was the Spiritualist 
Association's offer of the proceeds of a public lecture. The managers 
politely notified the Spiritualists that while they would welcome a do-
nation, they must decline "any part in the arrangements, or selection of 
subjects." For-profit teas and fairs were a staple fundraising tactic among 
antebellum women's groups but one that the managers were initially 
reluctant to pursue. In their opinion, teas and fairs permitted the com-
munity to abdicate its responsibility to support the CFS directly. More-
over, the women argued that they had quite enough to do already, and 
should be relieved of "the necessity of engaging in the laborious and 
uncertain experiment of a Fair, or a Tea Party .... " However, in the late 
1850s, when an economic depression dried up their usual revenue stream, 
the managers changed their tune. The subsequent fairs quickly proved 
why this method of fundraising was so popular: in 1859, a single fair 
raised more than $650; the following year, a fair organized by the united 
action of the women's benevolent societies brought in $750, surpassing 
the money received that year from the church collections.9 
A patchwork of funding sources thus kept the CFS solvent, but 
financial difficulties were an annual refrain and a persistent worry. "We 
must live by begging," the managers declared dramatically as they 
wrapped up a decade's service still in business but several hundred dol-
.. 
Portrait of Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury, ca.1840s. A woman of great wealth, 
Salisbury also was a religious dissenter and a supporter oflocal women's reform 
societies. (All illustrations courtesy American Antiquarian Society.) 
Above, Centre Congregational (Calvinist) Church, Main Street, Worcester. Be-
low, Main Street, Worcester, showing the Old South (First Congregational) 
Church and City Hall, 1828. 
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Abby Kelley Foster, feminist and abolitionist, 1846. A resident of the Tatnuck 
section of the city, Foster joined the Worcester Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle and 
the Worcester women's rights convention. 
Above, The American Temperance House, 1849, site of the Centre Missionary 
Sewing Circle's annual bazaars. Below, A panoramic view of the city ofWorces-
ter, 1858. 
Ann Buffum Earle, feminist, abolitionist, and manager of the Worcester 
Children's Friend Society, ca. 1860s. A Qtaker, Earle was active in local and 
national reform campaigns. 
Ann K. Colton, feminist, abolitionist, and manager of the Worcester Children's 
Friend Society, ca. 1860s. Also a Qyaker, Colton was active in numerous reform 
societies despite chronic poor health. 
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lars in debt. Confusion among the more novice assistant managers occa-
sionally threatened the society's most reliable revenue source, the church 
collections, when inexperience led them to solicit contributions from 
some twice while overlooking others. The managers also learned the 
bitter lesson that those who made pledges did not always honor them, 
especially during hard times. The intermittent depressions that charac-
terized the unregulated marketeconomyofthe nineteenth century forced 
the CFS to redouble its efforts. When contributions plunged during the 
Panic of 1857, for example, the managers held their annual meeting in 
Worcester's glittering new Mechanics Hall in the hope of arousing in-
terest in their work. To make the society's dependence on voluntary giv-
ing even more trying, by the mid-1850s the sight of assistant managers 
knocking on doors to collect donations was sufficiently common to in-
spire fraud among the city's more enterprising female criminals. An in-
dignant board of managers was forced to warn the public that "we have 
no authorized collectors, except those whose names are given in our An-
nual Report" and to furnish the assistant managers with the "necessary 
credentials. "10 
Conscientious and creative fundraising was vital because the soci-
ety usually spent everything it collected. When the treasurer deducted 
expenses from receipts for 1856, for example, the CFS was left with a 
balance of precisely three dollars. Food, fuel, and salaries for the matron 
and her assistant composed the bulk of the expenses. But the managers 
also sought to balance economy with comfort. The women recognized 
that children longed for special treats and actively solicited items to please 
them, arguing as they did so that while "a proper attention to economy" 
was necessary and appropriate, an "extreme closeness in one's style of 
living" was not. When raising children, they explained, it was important 
"to provide not only for the necessities" but also "to contribute to their 
higher enjoyment" of life. The managers believed firmly that a home 
should be attractive to those who lived there and that "books, pictures, 
toys, and all those little treasures children so naturally love, should be 
placed within their reach" because "little things have much to do with 
the formation of character." 
One year the women requested donations of plants because "some 
of our children manifest a native fondness for plants and flowers," and 
they regularly expressed appreciation for contributions of cakes and candy; 
for Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Fourth of July celebrations; for rib-
bons for the little girls' hair; for excursions to the countryside; even for a 
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canary and a bird cage. Operating precariously close to the margin, the 
CFS ran into debt after a catastrophic fire at the home in the fall of 
1858, allegedly sparked by the spontaneous combustion of a woolen com-
forter in the attic. No one was hurt but the fire badly damaged the home. 
Insurance paid to rebuild, but the society had to replace the items dam-
aged or destroyed by smoke or fire and incurred the extra cost of shelter-
ing the children until the home was repaired. As a consequence, the 
CFS ended its first decade with a debt of $350 and was compelled to 
accept the offer of several advisors to retire it.U 
Despite the vagaries of private donations, despite their work on 
behalf of the welfare of the entire community, the managers consistently 
refused to apply for municipal or state government assistance. On sev-
eral occasions the managers debated whether or not to seek public fund-
ing, but each time decided against it and concluded by reiterating their 
faith that "all classes of our citizens" would support the society through 
voluntary contributions. In part, the decision reflected a commitment to 
the tradition oflocal responsibility for welfare, which they wedded to an 
evangelical belief that communalism was purest, and most powerful, when 
composed of acts of selfless benevolence. Because "all God's children are 
your brothers and sisters ... the world is one great family," the managers 
argued, welfare was the duty of the entire community, not in the ab-
stracted form of government but directly, personally, one individual to 
another. "All can contribute something .... There is no escaping these 
responsibilities," the women emphasized, and they warned that to ig-
nore the cries of those in distress meant "incurring at every step, the 
displeasure of Him who is to be our final judge." Contrary to (appar-
ently popular) local opinion, the managers announced, they were not 
sitting on a cache of gold nor did they wish to, for "a constant flow of 
charity, in small sums, from year to year, sufficient for present necessi-
ties, with faith in God and man, constitute a better fund than thousands 
of dollars invested in bank stock."To be sure, the women were making 
virtuous a necessity, since the "thousands of dollars" was hardly forth-
coming. At the same time, the managers calculated rightly that their 
network of private donors was sufficient for their needs.12 
Relying upon local, private resources was also a strategic choice, 
for it diminished the leverage of any individual or group and enabled the 
managers to exercise uncontested control. The danger of depending upon 
the government was driven home in the wake of the fire in November 
1858. A decision had to be made where to house more than thirty chil-
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dren ranging in age from infancy to early teens, plus matron, teacher, 
and assistants, for the several months required to rebuild. The matron 
and the children took immediate refuge at Worcester's Water-Cure Es-
tablishment while the managers took stock. They declined to relocate to 
the State Lunatic Asylum at Worcester (an invitation that was, however, 
"duly appreciated"), then considered an offer from the Overseers of the 
Poor to take over the west wing of the almshouse for as long as necessary 
and "free of charge." Mter inspecting the premises, and mindful of the 
imminent onset of winter, the managers declared it acceptable and "the 
family" moved in until early March 1859_13 
The following spring the managers were unpleasandy surprised 
when the Overseers of the Poor presented them with a bill for $126.65 
for the fuel used to heat the west wing, the logic being that save for the 
CFS the city would not have incurred the expense. But the managers 
rejected this argument. To their minds it should have been obvious when 
the Overseers of the Poor made the offer that the west wing would have 
to be heated for the children. Pointing out that "free of charge" meant 
precisely that, and facing a revenue shortfall, the managers petitioned 
the mayor, the aldermen, and the common council to overrule the Over-
seers of the Poor and to live up to the terms of the initial offer. City 
officials agreed to discount the bill by twenty-five dollars but insisted 
upon remittance of the balance. The managers grudgingly paid. 
Barred by their sex from voting, the women could not even take 
comfort in muttered threats to throw the bums out of office. Instead, 
they took advantage of the public forum of their 1860 Annual Report to 
implicidy criticize the city's duplicity, not to mention its lack of charity, 
toward hardworking women and poor children burned out of their home 
in the wintertime. Already chary of government assuming what they 
considered rightfully to be the duty of a community of right-minded 
individuals, the fire and its aftermath taught the managers that local 
government should not be trusted.14 
Rendering the situation more complicated still were the ties be-
tween the managers and the officials with whom they butted heads. In 
1858, the year of the fire, the mayor, Isaac Davis, was also a former advi-
sor, as was Alderman William B. Fox; Alderman Draper Ruggles was 
married to Manager Caroline Ruggles; and Alderman D. Waldo Lin-
coln was the brother of the CFS's late treasurer, Rebecca Lincoln New-
ton, and uncle to its new treasurer, Hester Newton Wetherell. These 
men had approved the offer of assistance immediately following the fire. 
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In 1859, the officials to whom the managers directed their petition for 
redress included Overseer of the Poor Thomas Earle, a cousin by mar-
riage of Manager Ann Buffum Earle; Mayor Alexander H. Bullock, an 
advisor and longtime supporter; Alderman D. Waldo Lincoln; and the 
president of the common council, John W. Wetherell, husband ofTrea-
surer Hester Newton Wetherell. Despite these connections to the men 
who governed the city, the women were unable to prevail in something 
as simple as interpreting "free of charge" to mean truly gratis. 
The danger of relying upon officials over whom they had no elec-
toral power could not have been made clearer: it meant ceding control to 
often well intentioned men who nonetheless did not see all issues as the 
women did, yet who commanded the public institutions of money and 
power. Able to make ends meet through their own efforts and those of 
their female peers in Worcester-or to rely upon the generosity of the 
handpicked advisors in a pinch-the managers of the CFS remained 
financially independent ofboth men and male-controlled institutions 
throughout the nineteenth century. The worst they usually had to deal 
with was the occasional jealousy exhibited by donors eager to have 
their own contributions recognized but suspicious of the generosity of 
others.15 
A HoME Is NoT AN AsYLUM 
By the end ofits first year, the CFS had grown from an informal organi-
zation run out of its founder's house into an actual institution with its 
own residence, the "Home." But the CFS was not an asylum in the con-
temporary sense of the word. Rather, it was one of a growing number of 
organizations that rejected institutionalization as a means to rear chil-
dren and to impart desirable values. The managers acknowledged that 
institutions had their place and did not hesitate to pack off troublesome 
boys to the state reform school in nearby Westboro, Worcester county. 
Indeed, they were heard wishing for a similar school for girls. But if one 
sought to rescue children from immorality, "the dead, barrack-like asy-
lum" simply would not do. Asylums were "to be commended-if we can 
get nothing better," the women argued, but it was a very poor way to 
raise a child. The managers openly scorned organizations such as the 
Boston Female Asylum because "They attempt simply to train them as 
house servants, or to the simplest trades ... though they rescue these 
children from the very depths of poverty, they do not lift them very far 
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above it." Indeed, asylums were inherently flawed because although they 
provided for a child's physical wants, "there are yearnings and desires in 
[children's] bosoms, which no corporate body, but only the single an-
swering heart can supply." Meeting a child's emotional needs was some-
thing only a parent, especially a mother, could do.16 
Ironically, the institutionalization of children had become so com-
mon that the women of the CFS sometimes had difficulty convincing 
the public that they were not running an asylum. The managers repeat-
edly attempted to correct the apparently common impression that "when 
children are received at the Home, they are to remain there, until able to 
take care of themselves. But this is not the plan .... " Instead, the plan 
was to find the children new homes with new families. The women con-
jured with pleasure the unions of bereft parents and desperate children 
that they would make possible, perhaps remembering as they did so the 
deaths of so many of their own children. It was their role to care for the 
children "until, some day, another who is in want too, shall come to the 
same door. And this time it is not a child who wants a mother. It is the 
other sufferer, yearning with a want as bitter; it is the mother who must 
have her child. Rachel weeping for her children."17 
That the CFS's approach was a radical departure from traditional 
child welfare arrangements is highlighted by the fact that not only was 
adoption a circuitous process but it did not, technically, even exist. En-
glish common law recognized only marital and blood ties for purposes 
of inheritance and thus parental rights were inalienable and adoption a 
legal absurdity. Since adoption did not exist under English common law, 
it could not exist under Massachusetts colonial law. Those wishing to 
effectively adopt a child were required to petition the colonial legislature 
for an act to change the child's name to accord with the adoptive family's 
and to include the child explicitly in wills; otherwise, an adopted child 
had no right of inheritance. After the American Revolution, adoption 
remained largely informal, most often within extended families, and for 
those seeking to establish a legal tie the colonial procedure held sway. As 
a result, between 1781 and 1851 the Massachusetts legislature enacted 
more than one hundred bills-consisting of dozens upon dozens of in-
dividual requests-to change the names of petitioners. Finally, in 1851, 
two years after the CFS's founding, Massachusetts passed the first U.S. 
adoption law and turned the whole procedure over to the local judges of 
probate.18 
Adoption remained a moot point, however, unless the managers 
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could acquire legal custody of children at risk. But their position was 
tenuous at best. In the early nineteenth century, there were few laws to 
provide for abandoned children and none for the children of living par-
ents. The legal mechanism that did exist was the Articles oflndenture, a 
contract for the exchange of services with a long history in English and 
American common law. Indenture contracts spelled out the mutual rights 
and obligations of the parties and was adapted to a variety of purposes, 
as when Manager Rebecca Lincoln Newton's attorney husband signed 
an indenture agreement with three men "to lay out and open a new 
street to be called Chandler Street." Parents also signed Articles ofln-
denture to "bind out" a child, ceding legal control to another adult, usu-
ally for an apprenticeship. The child's master was to act in loco parentis 
and teach, in addition to a trade, good morals and basic reading and 
writing skills. Indentures were as well the traditional means by which 
Overseers of the Poor acquired responsibility for dependent children, 
who were also typically bound out.19 
When organizations such as the Worcester CFS took up the work 
of assisting needy and destitute children in the antebellum era, they too 
relied upon Articles of Indenture as the basis of their jurisdiction over 
the children in their care. Shortly after the CFS commenced operation, 
Judge Thomas Kinnicutt, a member of the board of advisors, drew up a 
boilerplate indenture contract and the women voted to print "one or two 
hundred copies ... as soon as possible." On March 24, 1849,just four 
days before his death at age forty-four, John Mixter became one of the 
first to formally indenture his child to the care of the CFS by signing a 
document that read, "Finding myself wholly unable to support myself & 
family, I hereby ask you to take charge of, & provide for, my daughter 
Mary Mixter, aged three years, & eleven months, fourteen days. And I 
hereby relinquish all claim to her person or services during the term of 
her minority. "20 
To be a party to indentures for children such as little Mary Mixter, 
the CFS had to be formally recognized by the state. Incorporation would 
not only give the managers, as a group, rights that they did not possess 
as individual women, it would also enable them to lobby more effec-
tively for support within the community. Thus in February 1849 the 
managers petitioned the state for an act of incorporation. The move was 
hardly unprecedented; by mid-century, the commonwealth was well 
versed in incorporating women's charitable societies. The petition was 
presented to the legislature with the wholehearted and confident sup-
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port of Worcester's state senator, Alexander H. Bullock, a lawyer and 
savvy Whig politician, as well as a future advisor, mayor of the city, and 
governor ofMassachusetts.21 
Bullock immediately ran into problems. The senators complained 
that the women of the CFS sought "unusual powers" that threatened a 
"restraint of private [read: paternal] rights." What seems to have both-
ered the politicians most was that the managers sought to support chil-
dren "who, for want of paternal care, are in a suffering and dangerous 
condition" by entering into legally binding Articles of Indenture with 
the father or, if the father were dead, with the mother. Men had always 
had the right to reassign their claim upon their children (with or with-
out the mother's permission); what was novel about the CFS's petition 
was that one of the parties to the contract would be a private association 
of women. To a legislature already agitated that a proposed married 
women's property act would weaken the privileges of patriarchy, the sug-
gestion that a women's group be authorized to interpose between indi-
vidual members of families was cause for concern.22 
Surprised and "mortified" by the senate's reaction, Bullock moved 
quickly to make it more palatable by asserting that the CFS was "founded 
... upon the highest considerations of public policy." Bullock appealed 
to their Christian consciences, arguing that the managers asked and an-
swered an appropriate question, "Am I my brother's keeper?" The peti-
tioners, Bullock insisted, were women of unassailable reputations, true 
Protestant daughters ofNew England, who were acting upon their wom-
anly instincts to better the lot of their community's needy children. 
Bullock's approach was reassuringly familiar and persuaded the senate 
to incorporate the CFS on the original terms. In April1849, Massachu-
setts formally empowered the Worcester Children's Friend Society to 
care for "indigent children, who have no parents or guardians, within 
the Commonwealth," to hold up to fifty thousand dollars in property, to 
instruct the children in "moral and religious duties," to arrange for the 
employment of the children when deemed appropriate, and to "place 
such children in the families of virtuous and respectable citizens, to be 
brought up in such families as adopted children and members thereo£" 
The CFS was finally in business.23 
The managers were now free to enter into indenture contracts with 
parents, but acquiring a legally binding signature proved much more 
difficult than anyone had anticipated. The common law principle offtme 
covert, which rendered a married woman "civilly dead," meant that she 
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could not sign a legal contract without her husband's expressed permis-
sion. Thus the CFS technically had responsibility only for those chil-
dren brought to the society by their father, or for those few whose fathers 
were dead. Shortly after the society was incorporated, Mrs. Lyles brought 
her three children to the CFS, which agreed to take over their care "if 
the Father's signature ... can be obtained." Even though the burden of 
child support had fallen to Mrs. Lyles, her signature conveyed no more 
authority than an unsigned contract. The legal inequality of antebellum 
married women created endless complications for the CFS, and the min-
utes of board meetings reflect the numerous discussions about how to 
acquire a father's signature.24 
To corral fathers and convince them to sign the indentures, the 
managers created the Visiting Committee, two women elected for a one-
month tour of duty. The assignment was onerous and tended to fall upon 
the shoulders of a handful of women, presumably those least intimi-
dated by face-to-face encounters with men from Worcester's lower classes. 
Unfortunately, the women did not record their experiences in seeking 
out the fathers, nor do the society's minutes provide clues to the argu-
ments the women advanced to persuade the men to sign. In light of the 
reluctance with which the women volunteered for the Visiting Com-
mittee, however, it seems clear that tracking down and confronting men 
who, to their minds, were manifestly inadequate fathers, was distasteful, 
perhaps even frightening, to many of the managers. During the society's 
first year, Ann B. Earle and Ellen K. Buffum, devout O!takers and dis-
tantly related, served together as the Visiting Committee for three of 
the first twelve months; similarly, Louisa G. Brown, a Unitarian who for 
twenty years was by far the best fundraiser, sat on the Visiting Commit-
tee twice, although with different partners. As Hicksite O!takers active 
in a variety of social reforms, it is likely that Earle and Buffum were 
more comfortable speaking their minds than were the other managers, 
while Brown apparently had a gift for persuading others to do as she 
wished. The next year, the managers amended the bylaws "requiring 
the members of the Board to act as Visiting Com. regularly by rota-
tion." Still, the same names kept reappearing, with O!takers serving 
out of proportion to their numbers. Yet even more perplexing than 
hostile or recalcitrant fathers were living but absent fathers. Feme co-
vert assumed that a woman's husband was somewhere in the vicinity, 
but this assumption was increasingly without foundation in the highly 
mobile nineteenth century. What, for example, was the CFS to do 
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about children such as Delora Center, whose mother was dead and 
whose father's last known whereabouts placed him somewhere in west-
ern New York?25 
The ongoing and often frustrating attempts to secure valid signa-
tures for the Articles oflndenture led the managers to petition the state 
once more. In 1851 the legislature tacitly acknowledged the problem of 
absentee fathers by significantly expanding the CFS's role as an instru-
ment of welfare. The revised charter empowered the Overseers of the 
Poor to indenture children to the CFS; previously, only the parents or 
guardians of a child could do so. More to the point, the state authorized 
the mother of a child "when the mother and child have been deserted by 
the father of the child, and no provision has been made by him for their 
support" to sign indenture contracts with the Worcester CFS. In effect, 
the revised charter expanded the legal authority of women over their 
minor children for the state had declared the mother's signature on this 
particular contract to be equally binding as the father's. The legislature 
did not intend to advance the legal rights of women, nor did it; after all, 
what the mothers ofWorcester had gained was the power to sign away 
. their claim to their own children. Even then, there were stipulations: a 
mother's signature was binding only when the father deserted the family 
and left them unprovided for; moreover, the mother's action had to be 
approved by the Overseers of the Poor or the judge of probate. In agree-
ing to assist the CFS, the legislators made certain that responsible men 
were in a position to place a check on potentially irresponsible women. 
In contrast, fathers wishing to indenture their children operated under 
no such restrictions.26 
Still, the new law did affirm the principle that mothers had a legal 
interest in their children separate from that of their husbands, and it 
made the CFS an official adjunct to the city by authorizing the Over-
seers of the Poor to hand off the community's responsibility to care for 
destitute children. Moreover, while the stipulation that mothers obtain 
the consent of the Overseers of the Poor or the judge of probate sounded 
restrictive, in practice it was no check at all. The Overseers of the Poor 
were only too happy to wash their hands of the city's needy children 
while the judge of probate for Worcester county conveniently sat on 
the CFS Board of Advisors. Neither was likely to question the manag-
ers' assumption of control over the children of poor women; if they did 
not necessarily trust the poor mothers, they did trust the middle-class 
managers. The managers recognized that their revised charter represented 
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an advance for their organization and signaled their approval by a unani-
mous vote.27 
Armed with the state's dispensation to attack poverty and immo-
rality in their community, the women of the CFS set to work. They 
quickly discovered the limits of their understanding of the nature of 
poverty in their city. Within a few months, a society that had intended 
to separate poor children from immoral parents became instead a re-
source by which families in need, especially those headed by women, 
could stay together. 
MoTHERS IN CHARGE oF THE AsYLUM 
The women of the CFS probably would have denied it had anyone sug-
gested such a thing, but they were an ambitious lot. Their goal was nothing 
less than the elimination of poverty in their city by the next generation. 
Therefore, the CFS managed a relatively large number of children and 
did not erect rigid age, gender, or ethnic policies. Due to haphazard 
record keeping, it cannot be determined precisely how many children 
were in the society's care from 1849 through 1860. A conservative esti-
mate would be slighdy more than two hundred, although anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that the actual total was much higher. The children were 
young, a majority female, most brought to the home by their mothers, 
most propelled by poverty. Nearly seventy percent were between the ages 
of three and nine, while fully eighty percent were between the ages of 
one and nine, reflecting the society's disinclination to accept the very 
young or the nearly grown. Infants and babies were time-consuming 
and strained the society's budget, while homes for older children were 
harder to find. Still, more than one-fifth of the children fell under or 
over the age limits. When the managers sat down to make their deci-
sions on a case-by-case basis, they frequendy persuaded themselves to 
ignore their own policy.28 
Also unlike many contemporary organizations, the Worcester CFS 
did not favor one sex over the other, although a slight majority of the 
children the female managers accepted into their care also were female. 
Compared to its counterparts in very large cities, such as Boston or New 
York, the Worcester CFS confronted poverty that, while grave, still ap-
peared to be manageable. The managers thus were not compelled by the 
enormity of the problem, or by the meagerness of their resources, to 
establish priorities based on gender. Furthermore, unlike societies that 
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aimed to find poor children employment, the CFS sought to place chil-
dren as members of adoptive families. Receiving families welcomed both 
girls and boys, and may even have preferred little girls.29 
A large percentage of the first children to enter the care of the 
CFS were Irish immigrants or the children of Irish immigrants. The 
Irish first arrived in the city in 1826 to build the Blackstone Canal, and 
their numbers increased with the building of the railroads in the 1830s. 
These early immigrants were highly skilled and comparatively few in 
number, and as late as 1845 the Irish constituted a mere 5 percent of 
Worcester's population. But in the late 1840s, a second wave of Irish 
immigration began, and by 1850 20 percent of the city's population was 
foreign-born. The terrible famine in Ireland brought to the United States 
a different kind of immigrant: poorer, more desperate, less educated, 
with fewer skills to offer an industrializing economy, and often dispro-
portionately female. 30 
Word of the starvation in Ireland initially elicited an outpouring of 
sympathy from the citizens ofWorcester. One local paper urged its readers 
to contribute generously to relief funds, declaring "We are blessed with 
abundance. Let us freely share it with those who are perishing with want." 
The editorial emphasized that a common Anglo-Saxon heritage de-
manded that Americans respond: "[Ireland's] strong arm, now paralyzed 
and broken, has helped to build up our strength and advance our na-
tional growth, culture and comfort. She is a part of our fatherland. Her 
children are with us and of us. They are our brethren that cry to us for 
help. "The townspeople responded by forming a relief committee to raise 
and channel funds to Ireland; among its members were several who would 
shortly sit on the CFS's Board of Advisors.31 
But the willingness to share American abundance and to claim 
kinship with the victims of the famine rapidly receded as the Irish emi-
gration swelled. Within three years, the public mood in Worcester, only 
forty miles by railroad from the port of Boston, had grown considerably 
less sympathetic to the plight of the new immigrants and Nativist senti-
ment grew. For their part, the women of the CFS argued that it would 
be inhuman to "close our hearts in icy selfishness" against the "starving, 
friendless young creatures" standing before them in their"ragged wretch-
edness." The desperation of many of the new immigrants was reflected 
in the statistics of the home: in its first year, forty-four percent of the 
children were described as Irish, thirty-five percent as American, and 
nineteen percent as English. The managers accepted so many Irish chil-
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dren because they were among the city's poorest, but also because they 
believed that these children needed an education in American ways: "The 
inquiry is often stated, 'What is to be done with our foreign population?' 
We have heard only one satisfactory answer, and that is, 'Educate them, 
particularly the children."' A dose of practicality also weighed in, for as 
the managers pointed out, "It is worse than useless to say we do not wish 
the Irish to come among us-for come they must, however coldly they 
may be received," and thus the problem could neither be ignored nor 
wished away. 32 
The presence of so many Irish Catholic children at the home was 
not, however, an intentional design on the part of the often self-con-
sciously Protestant managers. An analysis of a contemporary Rochester, 
New York, orphan asylum finds that its founders were motivated by a 
belief in Finneyite perfectionism, which led them either to discriminate 
against Catholic children or to try to convert them. It is likely that the 
women of the Worcester CFS assumed that Irish Catholic children would 
be converted when placed in Protestant homes. But unlike the directors 
of the Rochester Orphan Asylum, the members of the Worcester soci-
ety do not seem to have been dogmatic; indeed, the managers them-
selves were much more heterodox. Although exclusively Protestant, they 
embraced disparate sects, ranging from the orthodox Calvinists to the 
liberal Unitarians and Universalists, and from the liturgical Episcopa-
lians to the pietistic Friends. Moreover, the women were flattered by 
comparisons of their society with the charitable Catholic Sisters of the 
Sacred Heart, and imagined themselves to be "an order of Protestant 
Sisters of Charity. "33 
However, the women did describe the CFS as a "mission" and 
maintained that just as Christians supported the efforts of missionaries 
abroad so too was there "missionary labor to be done at home." Precisely 
what this involved was not specified but such statements were typically 
linked to appeals for money. The missionary function of the CFS was 
echoed in the sentiments of the Reverend Edward Everett Hale, a local 
Unitarian minister, a well-known author and social commentator, and a 
staunch CFS supporter. In his 1852 Letter on Irish Emigration, Hale 
proposed that the nation employ a scheme comparable to what the CFS 
had created and urged that Irish immigrants be scattered across the coun-
try rather than permitted to cluster together in the cities. Dispersion 
would "Stimulate the Absorbents" of the Irish, Hale argued, thereby 
weakening Catholicism and "clannishness" and promoting American-
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ization. Hale concluded that "every benevolent person who adopts an 
Irish orphan from a poor house, assists it," a method of ethnic dilution 
that mimicked the efforts of the CFS. 34 
If the women of the CFS shared Hale's zeal to "Stimulate the 
Absorbents" of this new ethnic group, their intentions were frustrated 
by a rapid change in the demographics of the home. From a high of 
forty-four percent in 1850, the number oflrish children plunged to fif-
teen percent by 1857, while the proportion of children described as 
"American'' simultaneously increased, from thirty-six percent in 1850 to 
seventy-eight percent in 1857. Thus in less than ten years, the home 
functioned primarily as a refuge for the children of the native hom, not 
for immigrant children or the children of immigrants. Since the women 
of the CFS did not define their ethnic categories, it is possible that chil-
dren born oflrish parents in the United States were classified as Ameri-
can, while "Irish" designated only those hom in Ireland or en route to 
the United States. If so, with the passage of time more children from 
Irish families would have been described as American and the change in 
the percentage oflrishchildren would be more apparent than real. How-
ever, since the percentage oflrish declined so abruptly, this explanation 
could account for only the youngest children. 35 
It is more likely that the numbers indicate a genuine shift in the 
ethnic origins of the children. As early as 1834, Irish Catholics had es-
tablished Christ Church in Worcester; by 1846, St. John's arose to ac-
commodate 1,300worshipers; by 1856, the community was large enough 
to require a second parish, St. Anne's. With the organization of 
Worcester's Irish Catholics into regular parishes came additional ben-
efits, for the community endeavored to care for its own through paro-
chial education, health care, and mutual benefit societies. In 1842, the 
Catholic Church organized a seminary, the College of the Holy Cross, 
in south Worcester; in 1847, the Irish community asserted its cultural 
pride with the first in a series of St. Patrick's Day parades; in 1849, the 
Irish organized a chapter of the Father Mathew Mutual Benevolent Total 
Abstinence Society. 
The anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic Nativist movement of the 1850s, 
known as the "Know-Nothings," captured the city's mayoralty in 1856 
but, in the process, ironically strengthened Worcester's Irish community 
by uniting the pre-famine immigrants with the more recent arrivals. By 
the mid-1850s, despite the pooling of the Irish into the least-skilled, 
lowest-paid occupations, despite ongoing discrimination from many 
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native-born Protestants, the Irish of Worcester were better able to care 
for their own. As a consequence, the decline in the number oflrish chil-
dren at the CFS reflected, at least in part, the development of a stronger, 
more stable Irish community.36 
Yet because the number of Irish children at the home declined 
rapidly even while the number of poor Irish families in the city rose 
dramatically, we should look further for the causes of the change in the 
ethnic composition of the children at the CFS. The answer is to be found 
in the economic crises of the 1850s. From 1849 through 1857, unem-
ployment spread to those whose jobs had seemed secure and poverty 
increased. In 1849, the year the CFS was founded, the Overseers of the 
Poor reported 793 paupers in Worcester, an increase of244 percent from 
four years earlier. By 1853, 900 people were designated paupers, while in 
the depression year of 1857, nearly one thousand received public assis-
tance out of a total population ofless than 20,000. However, the situa-
tion was even grimmer than these figures suggest, for the Overseers of 
the Poor included in their count only those wholly dependent upon the 
city for their support. The officials did not bother tallying those "receiv-
ing occasional and temporary relief, a detail of which would occupy many 
pages and be of little interest." As a consequence, the number of those 
who teetered on the edge of destitution and needed some measure of 
public or private welfare was much greater than even one in twenty.37 
Such widespread suffering prompted repeated calls in the local press 
for organized private relief to supplement public welfare. The percep-
tion of deprivation was particularly acute in 1857 because this recession 
struck hard among the native-born, white working class. Referring spe-
cifically to this group, one newspaper warned that ''A hard winter is 
before a vast many persons who have not heretofore been the recipients 
of charity ... strictly speaking, they are not poor, yet they will find it 
impossible to live without some help from others .... Charity must be 
organized." As native-born townspeople experienced increasing economic 
hardship in the late 1850s, their children crowded out the Irish at the 
home. The shift in the ethnic origins of the CFS children in the 1850s 
thus was not an expression of Nativism but a reflection of a parallel 
development: the strengthening of the Irish and the weakening of the 
native-born. 38 
The hard times of the 1850s cemented the reliance ofWorcester's 
poorer parents, especially the mothers, upon the services of the CFS. In 
slightly under half the cases, the data indicate the person who brought 
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the child to the home; of these, nearly two-thirds were mothers while 
twenty-two percent were fathers. Mothers composed the largest group 
to avail themselves of the services of the CFS because women were 
uniquely vulnerable to economic crises. Barred by gender conventions 
from the better-paying, skilled occupations that might afford men a 
measure of security and independence, women who had to support them-
selves or their families clustered in low-paying jobs and were especially 
prone to unemployment. The rigors of housekeeping, childbearing, and 
childrearing severely limited the opportunities of even the educated; 
married women, for example, were rarely hired to teach, one of the few 
skilled occupations open to women. Once married, a woman did not 
have the right to her own wages, and an intemperate or spendthrift hus-
band could squander with impunity a woman's wealth, however modest, 
whether earned or inherited. Even a woman with a dependable, sober, 
and hardworking husband could not be insured against catastrophe. A 
woman who lost her husband also lost her economic support and con-
fronted an uncertain future for herself and her children. As one histo-
rian of antebellum New York has noted succinctly, "Widowhood was 
virtually synonymous with impoverishment."39 
Confronted by the harsh realities of being poor and female, the 
women of the CFS cautiously came to recognize the unregulated economy 
as the cause of much of the distress in their community, especially the 
peculiar vulnerabilities of their sex. The attack on immorality in their 
public discourse dimmed, to be replaced by criticisms of gendered eco-
nomic and legal inequality. Unsure how to resolve these larger issues, the 
managers focused on the poverty they could do something about and 
committed themselves to rendering parents, especially other mothers, 
immediate and practical assistance. 40 
A HoME AWAY FROM HoME 
Among the CFS's contributions to their community was the boarding of 
children at the home temporarily, an uncommon social service in ante-
bellum America. In at least one case out of five, parents, usually the moth-
ers, boarded their children to tide them over particularly tough times. 
Often the immediate problem was the departure of th~ father from the 
family through death or desertion, forcing a woman to reassess her family's 
future. In such a crisis, the boarding service of the CFS could be pivotal, 
for it permitted a woman to maintain her legal rights to her children 
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until she found a solution to her problems. The home was also a refuge 
for children whose mothers were ill and needed someone to look after 
their offspring while they recovered. Mary Ann Hill's mother was look-
ing for "a situation'' and intended to remove Mary as soon as she found 
one. Mrs. Emery brought her son to the home because "his father has 
disappeared [and] his mother [is] unable to provide for all her children." 
A few months later, Emery arranged to board her daughter to "enable 
[Emery] to attend to some profitable employment." The Macier boys 
boarded briefly because "their father left his home about two years since 
&has never been heard from ... it is feared he has been murdered." The 
willingness of the managers to care for children temporarily, rather than 
insist upon placing them permanently; eased the often agonizing alter-
natives confronting a woman with too many children and not enough 
money. Mrs. Benchley turned to the CFS for help because "She has two 
and can only support one." The managers were on the verge of asking 
Mrs. Gerry to retrieve her son when she became pregnant; under the 
circumstances, they agreed to continue to care for the boy. Trying to 
plan ahead, Mrs. Gerry applied "for an infant child of hers to be taken 
into the Society's care, wishing she says, to give it up (as soon as born) to 
our control." Walter Kimball's mother brought him to the CFS when 
his father was incarcerated in the county jail. Although uncomfortable 
with the situation, the managers agreed to board Walter on the condi-
tion that Kimball take his family and leave town as soon as he was re-
leased.41 
The CFS had not been founded to provide short-term and emer-
gency child care, but the service was desperately needed by the working 
parents of Worcester and the managers found it difficult to refuse. Within 
a month of founding the CFS, the managers set the boarding rate at 
seven shillings a week, the equivalent of about one dollar, which they 
later lowered. The women were also willing to adjust the boarding fee 
when parents could not pay. Louisa Jane Buck's mother agreed to pay 
fifty cents a week to board her child at the home, but after three months 
retrieved Louisa Jane and settled her account with three dollars, half the 
agreed-upon amount. Even this nominal charge might be waived, as in 
the case of the Gates children, whom the managers agreed to board "free 
of expense to their mother, who is sick and unable to take care of them." 
The children remained at the home until their mother recuperated. The 
managers expected those who could afford it to reimburse the society, 
but made their decisions on a case-by-case basis. In July 1853, the CFS 
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took in three-year-old Daniel Moly, an "uncommonly bright" child who 
suffered from curvature of the spine. Although Daniel's mother would 
neither pay his board nor indenture him, the managers decided against 
taking "strenuous measures" with her, apparendy believing she had 
enough troubles, and eventually canceled her debt. The managers' will-
ingness to board children temporarily, often without the eXpectation of 
reimbursement, gave women such as Mrs. Gates and Mrs. Moly options 
that antebellum women elsewhere did not have. In times of family crisis, 
they did not have to confront the alternatives oflosing custodial care of 
their children or of leaving them to the untender mercies of the city 
almshouse. 42 
Not all mothers who brought their children to the home were anx-
ious to retrieve them. When Hannah Ratican's year-old daughter died 
suddenly at the home, the managers were unable to find Ratican to in-
form her of the death, leading them to conclude that she "cares very 
litde for the child." Similarly, Mary Jane Fitzpatrick's mother abandoned 
her at the home and "left for parts unknown." The "earnest solicitation" 
of George Clark's grandmother persuaded the hesitant managers to board 
the boy "long enough to learn to read, or till April next." Six months 
later, George was still at the home despite determined attempts by the 
exasperated managers to convince the grandmother to take him back. 
Even unmarried mothers-women or girls whose condition violated 
emerging notions of feminine purity and domesticity-found an ally in 
the CFS. A mother at fifteen, Miss Chilson of nearby East Douglas 
relinquished her infant daughter for adoption. The CFS offered Chilson 
a chance for future respectability and her daughter the possibility of 
greater economic security and social acceptance. The CFS therefore also 
provided services to women for whom the maternal role was not fea-
sible.43 
The men ofWorcester also turned to the CFS when in need, and 
nearly one quarter of the children were brought to the home by their 
fathers. Although gender discrimination advantaged men as a class, it 
did not necessarily benefit them as individuals, and many confronted 
misfortune, low wages, and chronic unemployment. Thus John Mixter 
indentured his daughter because he was "wholly unable to support self 
& family." The three Wheeler girls, possibly the children of a second 
marriage, arrived at the home because "their father is an old man, unable 
to provide for them." Men unwilling to part with their children, but 
sometimes unable to support them, also turned to the CFS for immedi-
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ate and temporary assistance. A man without a wife was less imperiled 
economically than a woman without a husband, but he still needed some-
one to care for the children while he worked to support them. Mter his 
wife died, Mr. Hall boarded their three children at the home until he 
could arrange for his mother to take over their care. Mr. Campbell, a 
widower, first boarded his children with the CFS in 1850. Over the 
course of the next few years, the Campbell children were in and out of 
the home while their father faithfully paid their board. For men disin-
clined or unable to remarry, but loathe to part with their children, board-
ing them at the CFS was a welcome alternative. 44 
In some cases, indifference underlay a father's desire to find new 
homes for his dependent children. Moses Center, a minor himself, 
brought his younger sister to the home when their father abandoned 
them. Mr. O'Haran asked the CFS to assume the care of his teenaged 
son John, but after a visit to the family the managers refused, stating 
flady that they did not "see that the Father's request for care [is] neces-
sary." When O'Haran persisted, the managers relented and used their 
contacts to apprentice John to a carpenter. For five years the CFS main-
tained an interest in John O'Haran, ending its oversight only when he 
reached adulthood. The managers tended to be less overdy judgmental 
of men who renounced their parental responsibilities than they were of 
non-maternal women. Whether or not this was because they expected 
less from fathers is unclear, but the women voiced their strong disap-
proval of Hannah Ratican's abandonment of her infant daughter, yet 
accepted Mr. O'Haran's surrender ofhis son.45 For both the mothers and 
the fathers of Worcester, the Children's Friend Society provided are-
source that was often flexible and responsive to their situations. 
GENDER, CHILD CusTODY, AND SociAL CoNFUCT 
IN THE INDENTURE CONTRACT 
Whether offering vital social services to help parents navigate short-
term crises, or arranging long-term placement through foster families 
and adoptions, the managers of the CFS sought to gain legal custody of 
the children through Articles oflndenture. Historians have viewed with 
some suspicion the use of indentures by nineteenth-century charitable 
societies, for the contract seems to imply the triumph of bourgeois cal-
culation over communitarian empathy. The history of the Worcester CFS, 
however, offers a different interpretation. Despite their public statements, 
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the managers did not require indentures. Nor did the managers usually 
apprentice children. Moreover, when they did hold indentures, the women 
frequendy did not exercise them, and when they did seek to exercise 
them they learned that doing so was much harder in practice than in 
principle. Indentures were less legal contracts than negotiated social con-
tracts, because the same matemalist arguments the managers advanced 
to defend their activism proved equally powerful when wielded by a poor 
mother to defend her interests. 46 
The managers did not require indentures for the many children 
sheltered on a temporary or emergency basis, or for those for whom the 
issue oflong-term or short-term care had yet to be resolved. In 1854, 
the Overseers of the Poor of nearby Blackstone sent Oriana Taft to board 
at the home. Five years laterTaftwas still there, still without indentures, 
when the managers voted "to retain her and give her every possible ad-
vantage to obtain an education the same as if she were bound to the 
Board of Managers." The managers clearly preferred that the children 
be indentured, but were motivated less by aspirations for social control 
than by a first-hand knowledge of the complications the lack of inden-
tures could cause. In 1853, the managers learned that Ellen Lee had 
disappeared from her foster home, apparendy spirited away by her mother. 
They concluded, "as we have no legal claim upon her there seems to be 
nothing that we can do in the case." Nor did the managers necessarily 
accept children with indentures. In 1855, the Overseers of the Poor in-
dentured William Clovey to the CFS. Two months later, fearful that the 
boy's mother would "cause a good deal of trouble if her child is at the 
home," the board of managers reversed itself and declined to be a party 
to the indenture contract.47 
The managers had good reason to tread cautiously. Experience had 
taught them that, regardless of the law, their power over the relationship 
between parent and child was limited. An aggrieved parent, especially a 
mother, could appeal to the public's belief in the sacredness of the pa-
rental bond to exert considerable extralegal leverage. In their Fourth 
Annual Report, the CFS addressed the issue blundy: 
It sometimes happens ... that the mother, retracting her own 
voluntary act in surrendering [her child], and unable or un-
willing to understand the terms of the indenture ... appears 
to renew and assert her former claims .... If these claims are 
disallowed ... she complains of being cruelly and unjusdy 
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treated .... Through the agency of such discontented spirits, 
prejudices are excited in some minds, and grave charges are 
preferred against a company of women, who are supposed to 
set at naught the maternal relation, and take upon themselves 
the unauthorized responsibility of separating children from 
their parents.48 
One such "discontented spirit" was Rosannah Kelly, whose clash with 
the CFS early in its history clarified the actual limits to the theoretical 
power of the law. In January 1851, Kelly indentured her five-year-old 
daughter, Annie, to the CFS. She then changed her mind and insisted 
upon reestablishing contact with Annie. Before long "her importunities 
became so urgent and troublesome" that, after considerable debate, the 
managers agreed to void the contract. The Board reported that Annie 
was soon spied on the streets ofWorcester "dirty and ill-clad."49 
The following July, Rosannah Kelly was arrested for being drunk 
and disorderly and was jailed for six months on assault charges. A neigh-
bor brought Annie to the almshouse because there was no one to care 
for her and because Kelly had refused to send her back to the CFS. But 
Kelly's inability to support her daughter while in jail meant that Annie 
was "thrown upon the city," which permitted the Overseers of the Poor 
to indenture her to the CFS. In September, Annie Kelly returned to the 
home and was placed with a family that wanted to adopt her. 50 
Two months later, Rosannah Kelly was released from jail, irate at 
finding her child gone. She "soon renewed her former annoyances in 
regard to the child," the CFS reported, "claiming the right to know where 
it was, to see it at its place of residence, and to remove it if not agree-
able." Worried that Kelly might simply take Annie away, the managers 
refused. They did agree to a visit between mother and daughter but only 
on the condition that Kelly promise to leave her daughter alone. In re-
sponse, Kelly shrewdly appealed to the public, declaring "that she has 
been cruelly treated, in having her child removed from her maternal 
care .... "Kelly's allegations stung, for although the law was on their side 
custom was not, and the managers found themselves on the defensive, 
accused of a misappropriation of maternal authority. 51 
Uncertain what their next move should be the managers summoned 
the advisors. If they returned Annie to her mother, the women explained, 
they would "disregard their obligations to the child" as required by the 
indenture contract. But if Kelly's charges damaged their reputation, then 
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"some of the important objects for which the Society was instituted, are 
incapable of accomplishment." The advisors recommended that the 
managers remain firm in principle but accept a practical compromise, 
proposing "that the mother be permitted to have reasonable intercourse 
with [Annie], under the direction and supervision of the managers" and 
trusting to the future to determine what other arrangements might be 
necessary. With considerable trepidation, the managers scheduled a 
meeting between Annie and her mother, but Kelly stood them up. One 
year later, the "so much dreaded meeting" took place, to the apparent 
satisfaction of the parties. Thus did a poor Irish immigrant with a crimi-
nal record contest the power of a group of established and well-con-
nected reformers. Kelly's weapons were her maternal claim and her 
willingness to take her case to the Worcester public, and as an arsenal it 
was sufficient. The resolution of the case was due more to Kelly's will-
ingness to let the matter lie as it was to any power inherent in the inden-
ture contract. 52 
Other women did not have the daring to challenge the managers 
as directly as Rosannah Kelly did, but many just as effectively subverted 
their legal authority. The society's records reveal numerous instances of 
mothers taking matters into their own hands and reclaiming their in-
dentured children. Mrs. Fairbanks retrieved her son Richard from his 
foster home without the society's knowledge or consent. Eliza Barry's 
mother ignored the indenture agreement and "carried [Eliza away] to 
her miserable home in Clintonville" leaving the managers to wonder 
"what shall be done. "53 There was little they could do. There were no 
civil authorities to turn to; indeed, for much of the nineteenth century, 
the CFS was Worcester's de facto child welfare agency. In any event, 
abrogating an indenture contract was not a crime but a civil dispute, and 
dragging a poor mother into court to repossess her child was clearly not 
an acceptable option. The power of the managers of the CFS stemmed 
from their ability to persuade, cajole, or intimidate others in face-to-face 
encounters. Such power is not inconsequential and on the whole the 
women appear to have been rather good at it. However, those parents 
who were neither persuaded nor intimidated, and who resolved situa-
tions to their own satisfaction, had little reason to fear any consequences. 
As the case ofRosannah and Annie Kelly had demonstrated, there were 
practical as well as ideological limits to the lengths the managers could 
or would go in challenging the rights of even an indigent mother. 54 
The managers themselves limited the society's power, for they fre-
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quently voided a child's indentures when it was clear that a family crisis 
had passed. Sarah McMann's parents indentured her to the CFS before 
moving to Dorchester in search of economic opportunities. Apparently 
they found some, for several months later the managers returned Sarah 
to her parents. In the summer of 1857, Mrs. Reed indentured her son 
William to the society. When Reed's fortunes took a tum for the better 
in the late fall, the managers agreed to "let Mrs. Reed keep her little boy 
for the winter." In the spring the managers noted that Reed was "in a 
situation to take proper care of the child" and voided the indentures. 
The CFS canceled these legal contracts out of the belief that, whenever 
possible, a child's best interests lay with the birth parent, especially with 
the mother. 55 
Returning a child to its family was not automatic, however. Moral-
ity, not economics, was the litmus test of maternal fitness because to the 
managers' minds morality, unlike economics, was within a woman's con-
trol. The managers were therefore more apt to cooperate with a poor but 
"respectable" mother than one in better circumstances but whose char-
acter was more suspect. In 1857, Mrs. Macier indentured her two sons 
after their father disappeared. When Macier wanted one son back, the 
managers consented because "she seems respectable." The society also 
agreed to return Ellen Ashton when her mother remarried but "reserv[ ed] 
the right of taking her again to our charge if the place proves unsatisfac-
tory." A year later, they did just that. The managers voided the inden-
tures of Macier's child but exercised the indentures of Ashton's child. 
Flexibility, not rigidity, marked the use of indentures and the Board's 
decisions depended upon the circumstances of each case. 56 
The CFS also was willing to tum over the care of a child to its 
relatives if assured that they could provide a good home. Sisters seem to 
have been particularly interested in the welfare of their younger siblings. 
In 1854, the secretary reported that Charlotte Wright had returned to 
the home "on account of the death of the gentleman in whose family she 
has been for several years (the wife having no home for herself)." The 
managers agreed to send Charlotte to live with an adult sister"who prom-
ises to send her to school and take care of her, and who is very desirous 
to have her with her" so long as the Board remained satisfied "with the 
place and treatment." When Sarah Mixter's sister offered her a home in 
the neighboring town ofWest Boylston, the managers dispatched the 
matron to appraise the situation before agreeing. Not all sisters could 
pass the matron's muster. Eliza Leachlin was one of three siblings or-
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phaned en route from Ireland in 1850. An older sister, herself a minor, 
persuaded Eliza to run away from her foster home "with a view to go to 
Lowell" to work in a factory. The girls were spotted at the train station 
and an indignant matron charged to the rescue. The managers had never 
bound a child out to work in a factory and were apparently reluctant to 
permit such a thing under any condition. Grandparents, aunts, and other 
close relatives could assert a special interest in a child but not an overrid-
ing claim. In the winter of1854, Ozilla Earle's mother indentured her to 
the CFS. When a grandmother offered the child a home, the managers 
sent Ozilla "to stay a while on a visit" but later moved her to a foster 
home. Similarly, the women permitted one of Mrs. Dickey's two chil-
dren to live with an aunt but rejected a grandmother's request for the 
other. Emily Budding's grandfather brought her to the CFS to be placed 
in a foster home, but when he wanted her back a few weeks later, the 
managers honored his request. When he returned Emily after one month, 
the managers insisted upon indentures and Emily was adopted. 57 
The often complicated case histories of CFS children and their 
families demonstrate how difficult it is to characterize simply the rela-
tionship among the children, the parents, and the women of the CFS. 
The indenture contract does not, by itself, tell us much about the nature 
of the guardianship the managers exercised, or indeed, whether they 
exercised guardianship at all. If instead we look at particular cases, we 
see a flexible approach to defining a child's best interests. Mothers and 
fathers boarded their children at the home in times of momentary crisis 
and indentured their children when the future looked bleak. Both ac-
tions were voluntary and, most importantly, neither was irrevocable. 
Worcester's parents, most often the mothers, appear to have believed 
that the women of the CFS could be relied upon-or convinced, one 
way or another-to respond to their needs. According to the law, Ar-
ticles of Indenture signaled the end of direct parental influence over a 
child. According to the parents of Worcester, Articles oflndenture sig-
naled the redefinition of the parental relationship and the opening of 
negotiations with the women of the CFS.58 
"CHILDREN OF THE PROMISE" AND THE FOSTER FAMILY 
Meeting the society's goal of long-term child care led the managers to 
develop a new approach: the foster family. The managers experimented 
with their own families first. In March 1849, Ann Buffum Earle, a life-
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long member of the board of managers, a mother, and the wife of a 
wealthy manufacturer, opened her home to six-year-old John Tyler and 
arranged for her sister to take nine-year-old Emma Tyler. Even after the 
CFS acquired its home, the managers occasionally still served as foster 
mothers, as when Manager Mary Rider Brown took home with her five-
year-old Josephine Wright, who had expressed "a strong feeling against 
being placed at the Home. "59 
A more permanent solution meant recruiting likely homes from 
the city and county ofWorcester. Foster families were hard to come by, 
given the society's aim to have the children accepted as integral family 
members, not as servants or laborers. Moreover, it was not sufficient that 
families be willing; applicants had to meet the board's criteria, loose and 
ill-defined though they initially were. To evaluate a potential home, the 
managers asked, "Is it a good family? Are they suitable persons to be 
entrusted with the care of a child? Making a liberal allowance for the 
absence of parental affection, will it be a desirable home?" The ideal 
family was one in which "the glad voice of childhood has been forever 
hushed .... "The managers knew from personal experience that the death 
of a birth child might create a void for an adopted child to fill, and so in 
uncharacteristically blunt terms they invited "bereaved parents" to visit 
the home and "transfer their affections from the dead, to a living child. "60 
The managers expected that the children would be fully integrated 
into their new families, resoldering, as it were, the broken family chain. 
The women conceded that this could take time, but were often sorely 
disappointed at the lukewarm welcome some children received: "the re-
mark so often heard at the home, from persons applying for a child, [is] 
'I do not expect to love or treat this boy or this girl as I do my own 
children.' We sometimes wish that the expression of this feeling might 
be withheld until the question of the necessity of indulging it could be 
fairly settled by time and experience. "61 The managers recognized that 
the role of foster parent was a demanding one and they warned families 
to expect to exercise "a patient and forbearing spirit" with the children. 
"Perfect children are very desirable," the CFS intoned drolly, "but no-
where, we venture to say, are they in greater demand than at our Orphan's 
Home." The women repeatedly reminded foster families of"the impor-
tance of [taking children] with a ftxed determination of allowing them, 
if possible, to remain, and to do the best they can to correct their numer-
ous faults." Given time, they hoped, a loving bond would develop. The 
managers knew that some of the children, scarred by their experiences, 
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manifested emotional and behavioral problems. In the five years that 
Sarah Brigham was under their care, the women found it necessary to 
place her with five different foster families. But they did not blame the 
child and continued to hope that the right family and the right amount 
of time would be the solution. Be patient just a little longer, the manag-
ers counseled those disillusioned by the behavi-or of some children, and 
they wondered "is it too much to ask, that persons proposing to adopt 
children ... take them just as they are, and resolve to do their best to 
train them for a life of usefulness?"62 
Such statements reveal the CFS's bedrock assumption that fami-
lies were formed not by blood but by sentiment. By the 1850s, several 
generations of Americans, and especially those of the educated middle 
class, had been exposed to the idea that affective bonds were central to 
republican family values. As American law drifted further away from its 
English common law origins, with its historic emphasis upon patrilineal 
descent of property, American society slowly shifted the balance of power 
within the family away from a reflexive patriarchy and toward a philoso-
phy of individual rights, which included an expansion of the rights of 
mothers and children. Increasingly, emotional and not strictly dynastic 
attachments defined the middle-class family. Reflecting this assump-
tion, the women of the CFS sought not to find poor children more com-
fortable homes but more loving homes, and to create new families from 
the remnants of those torn apart by death, poverty, and immorality.63 
Extending the parental bond from a birth child to an adoptive child 
was, however, an idea still ahead ofits time. Not only was the legal status 
of adopted children ambiguous-as late as the 1880s Massachusetts courts 
were still ruling on their right of inheritance-but prejudice against equat-
ing birth children and adopted children remained strong. Indeed, CFS 
foster parents often proved less interested in completing their families 
than in acquiring cheap labor. Indentured servants had traditionally sup-
plied New England families with domestic, field, and shop labor and 
many foster families apparently had this arrangement in mind when they 
applied for a child. The managers, however, instructed the matron to 
reject applications from those whom she suspected of"mercenary" in-
tentions. It was partly for this reason that the managers preferred to 
accept young children, who were less likely to contribute significantly to 
a family economy. The CFS thus asked foster families to assume consid-
erable economic and psychological burdens with little immediate com-
pensation, much as parents did for their birth children. 64 
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Since the managers would not promote the children through their 
value as laborers, and discouraged families from thinking of them in 
such terms, they attempted to attract foster families with the spiritual 
dividends to be accrued through caring for a needy child. They reminded 
the public that "it will surely be something worth living for, to be made 
the means of rescuing e"9"en one immortal being from misery and vice." 
God had so arranged the world to provide for all: "And as God's world 
is ordered, there are enough, who can take home these orphans. Is it 
you? Is it you? who shall make them children of the promise,-chil-
dren of adoption; and bring them up to blessedness,-to Him!" Worces-
ter families could take part in God's design by making room for a foster 
child;65 
The shortage of acceptable foster homes, combined with their faith 
in the essential orderliness of the universe, meant that the managers 
were careful not to overlook a potential match. If a home did not prove 
suitable for one child, perhaps it would fit another. Since they yielded 
the Articles oflndenture only when the child reached adulthood or was 
adopted, there was a myriad of possible combinations of children and 
foster homes. In 1858, for example, the managers reported thirty-two 
children residing at the home and one hundred and fifty in foster homes, 
all under their legal control. 66 
Bringing up these "children of the promise" could be challenging, 
the managers acknowledged, but they often thought foster families gave 
up too soon. Seeking to exonerate the well-intentioned for the "sum-
mary dismissals" of children, the women conceded that "it is impossible 
to know how much sickness, or unexpected changes" could befall a fam-
ily and force it to renege upon its agreement to care for a child. "Still," 
they asserted in the Fourth Annual Report, "we have sometimes thought 
that a little longer trial, a little more faith and patience and persevering 
effort, might, with the blessing of God, produce a marked change in the 
character of these neglected ones .... "The measured tones of the society's 
published remarks stand in sharp contrast to the clipped anger expressed 
within the pages of the secretary's private notes. Foster families, the 
managers lamented among themselves, heartlessly summoned and dis-
missed the children, not seeming to recognize that they were, after all, 
only children. "Helen Charlotte Sparks returned to the home from 
Sturbridge," the s!!cretary recorded in 1858, "not for any fault of hers, 
but a son had come home to them, so they dismissed the little girl." The 
CFS placed Ednah Louisa Handy with the Phipps family in the hope 
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that she would "be adopted ifliked they have no child." But Ednah was 
not liked and the Phippses returned her, the secretary wrote, "with vari-
ous trivial excuses which we have reason to believe were any thing but 
· the right one." Occasionally a foster parent was quite candid, as when 
Mrs. Goodale returned George Tyler "with the old excuse of being too 
small .... " Disgusted, the secretary noted that George had "the charac-
ter of a good boy" and added, in a rare moment of sarcasm, "We would 
advise that the next place to which he shall go shall be one where size 
shall not be the test."67 
The CFS's experiences with foster families were not unrelievedly 
grim. By modem standards, the society's record keeping was casual, even 
slapdash, with children appearing and disappearing without explana-
tion. Moreover, since Board meetings dwelled upon problems, not happy 
endings, its minutes were skewed toward the contentious. Still, in 1854 
the CFS reported that in the five years since its founding, sixty-two, or 
nearly forty percent, of the one hundred and fifty-seven children admit-
ted for placement "have reasonable prospects of a permanent home." 
But adoption was not the sole marker of success and it seems likely that 
many placements resulted in stable families. William Griffin took the 
name of his foster father, the traditional symbol of acceptance into a 
family. Esther Kircup lived with the family of George Dryden, a manu-
facturer of hay cutting machinery. At one point the Drydens had re-
turned Esther "but after a few days, it was found that she had so strongly 
engaged their affections, that they were unhappy without her & came to 
beg her return to them .... "Years before public foster and adoption 
programs were developed, private women's organizations such as the 
Worcester CFS were already experimenting with and refining the means 
for creating new families. 68 
THE MATRON AND MATERNAL OVERSIGHT 
Before children were placed in foster families or with relatives, they lived 
at the CFS home in the care of the matron. The matron was critical to 
the smooth functioning of the CFS in light of its desire that the home 
be as much like a real home as possible. For five years founder Anstis 
Miles served in this role, but when she left the city in 1854 the managers 
promoted forty-year-old Tamerson White, then the home's schoolteacher, 
to matron and superintendent. White held the position for thirty-one 
years, until she died "in the harness" in 1885. After death, White re-
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mained a symbolic presence for she was buried in Worcester's Hope 
Cemetery alongside the children who had died at the home. 69 
White had received no training to be the matron of such an insti-
tution but she had taught school for many years. Women teachers be-
came commonplace after 1830 when the northern public school system 
expanded. Confronted with a shortage of qualified male applicants, and 
mindful of the much lower salaries women were forced to accept, school 
boards justified the hiring of women by stressing the maternal nature of 
teaching. The managers agreed, arguing that schoolteaching had taught 
White to be "quick to discern, and careful to correct whatever is wrong 
in the dispositions or habits of her youthful charges." Like those of a 
good mother's, the matron's duties were all-encompassing: she was to 
"execute and receive all indentures of children bound to the society," to 
regulate and manage the "family," and to "provide for the intellectual, 
religious and physical education and well being of the children." The 
matron was also an incipient social worker who located, investigated, 
and evaluated foster families, and oversaw the children after placement. 70 
To carry out these daunting maternal responsibilities the manag-
ers hired a childless, never-married woman. White's position as matron 
suggests that if a commitment to maternalism could make professionals 
of mothers, it could also make mothers of professionals. Gender roles 
were being transformed in the face of economic development, and a 
deluge of advice books sought to teach women the skills their foremothers 
had mastered through years of apprenticeship. The managers also found 
religious justification for delegating maternal authority to the matron. 
Just as motherhood was a divinely ordained role for married women, so 
too, they argued, did God sanction surrogate motherhood for single 
women. Indeed, the managers asserted that White had been "called ... 
by an over-ruling Providence" to her labors. Motherhood, the managers 
seemed to say, was both a profession capable ofbeing mastered by women 
who were not biological mothers and a religious duty, a "calling" to which 
single women could respond. 71 
The managers considered White a great success in her calling. She 
threw herself into the job, they reported, "with a self-sacrificing devo-
tion, which it is almost painful to witness." Year after year they praised 
White's dedication and skill in the performance of her duties as surro-
gate parent and housekeeper, commending the "quiet dignity" with which 
she "commanded respect and obedience."To an extent that few men of 
their day could, the women appreciated the difficulties involved in run-
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ning a large and busy household, and they empathized with the inter-
mittent depression the matron's ceaseless labor kindled. Betraying an 
ambivalence about the role that shaped their own lives so profoundly, 
the managers spoke frankly of the occasional cracks in White's maternal 
facade: "We have not been surprised or alarmed, to hear her speak in 
some moment of unallowed despondency, of her failures in duty-and 
now and then ... confess to a feeling of discouragement in view of her 
multiplied cares and responsibilities. Is there here a single sensible judi-
cious Christian mother, who cannot properly appreciate and sympathize 
with her in feelings like these?"72 Still, the managers argued, despite the 
incessant demands, White "probably experience[s] more real enjoyment 
than will ever be attained by those engaged in the pursuit of exciting 
pleasures or frivolous amusements." In part, such rhetoric was common 
among reformers, who insisted, sometimes strenuously, that duty gave 
more pleasure than frivolity. At the same time, it is possible that the 
managers sought to reassure themselves that the trials of motherhood 
brought ample compensation. If anyone would know, surely it would be 
a woman who was surrogate mother to thirty children. By the same 
token, the managers jokingly asserted that the matron's perseverance 
was not entirely natural, indeed, was almost eerie. White was "an exor-
cist," the secretary wrote playfully, who drove away the "unclean spirits" 
of profanity, vulgarity, and deceit. Successful mothering, the women of 
the CFS seemed to say, required a lot of hard work and more than a 
touch of magic.73 
Very early into White's tenure the managers ceded her complete 
control of the home's daily economy. In light of the need to live within 
their tight budget, this was an important vote of confidence. Under 
White's stewardship, they explained, "the wonder is often expressed how 
so many children can be clothed, fed, and made very comfortable on so 
scanty an allowance .... The secret is, [White and her assistant] under-
stand their business." White had not been hired on the basis ofher busi-
ness acumen; by what gauge, after all, would this have been measured? 
Surrogate mother, social worker, and household manager, White helped 
to expand professional women's waged work beyond the parameters of 
teaching. 74 
The adult managers were thus well pleased with White. Less clear 
were the opinions of those whom she most directly affected, the CFS 
children. It is entirely possible that the qualities that pleased a board of 
managers would not be the standards of a group of children. However, 
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the evidence suggests that White was popular with at least some of those 
whose lives she directed daily. In the 1860s, women who had come to 
the CFS as children pitched in to furnish White's room in the new home, 
while other women voted with their feet-in this case by marching them 
down the aisle-and chose to be married from the home. In 1874, a 
group of former CFS children returned to the home to celebrate White's 
twenty-fifth anniversary with the society and to unveil a portrait ofher 
that they had commissioned. That their time at the CFS conveyed some 
good memories may have been because White identified with her charges, 
asserting "My children are just as good as anybody's children." The 
thought became the deed when White adopted a little girl as her own. 
To a foster family in search of "a very good boy," White retorted, "I 
haven't any such good boys; my boys are full of life and mischie£ I wish 
you wanted one not quite so good." White knew whereof she spoke; she 
lived with the children, ate the same food as they, and shared their table. 
White also was sensitive to the status of the children in their own eyes and 
in the eyes of others. Aware of the importance of clothing in determining 
social rank, White "was scrupulously careful that there should be nothing 
in their dress or general appearance that should suggest any unpleasant 
comparisons between themselves and the children with whom they asso-
ciated." The children, for example, did not wear uniforms but clothing 
that had been altered or sewn for them by the matron and the community's 
many sewing circles. "We have no misfits," the managers wrote, "If the 
garment fails to fit the child, there is always a child to fit the garment."75 
After they were placed with foster families, CFS children remained 
in contact with White, writing letters "expressing great affection for her 
and in every respect very gratifying," visiting the home on occasion, and 
sending the matron periodic updates. Lucy Parkhurst stopped by on a 
visit to tell the matron that she was living nearby "where she has a very 
pleasant home." Mter the CFS found Oliver Hooker a foster home, he 
corresponded regularly with the matron. Hooker was one of fifteen former 
CFS boys to enlist in the Union army during the Civil War, and when 
he was killed in battle in 1863, the managers reported that "Miss White 
... had received a letter but a short time before ... informing her of his 
enlistment. "76 
The ongoing communication testifies not only to some of the 
children's affection for White but also to the conscientiousness of the 
CFS. White maintained contact with the children in part to ease their 
transition to a new life but also to learn whether their situations were 
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suitable. As she had with Oliver Hooker, White wrote periodically to 
the children and their new families "so that we are thus made acquainted 
with the circumstances and progress of each individual," and she rou-
tinely visited them in their new homes. If White suspected that a child 
was not being well treated, she notified the managers, who decided 
whether to exercise the indentures and remove the child. When the 
managers heard "unfavorable reports" from Laura Jane Watson, who had 
been placed with a family in nearby Templeton, they dispatched White 
to investigate; Laura Jane returned to the home the following month. 
Sometimes the matron acted unilaterally. In 1859, the managers noted 
simply that a child was back at the home because "Miss White did not 
find his place suitable for him. "77 
The women exercised such caution because they were worried about 
the children and the possibility of abuse. The plight of the "friendless" 
orphan in the clutches of a lascivious or wicked protector was a staple of 
romantic literature from Hansel and Gretel through Cinderella, and 
antebellum newspapers printed numerous variations on this theme. But 
the problems confronting such children were not purely fictional. Only 
one month after the CFS was founded, an eleven-year-old orphan, Pru-
dence Arnold, was brutally murdered by a man who worked on the farm 
where she resided in Uxbridge, Worcester county. The local papers cov-
ered the girl's "most horrid and unnatural murder" in bloody detail, attrib-
uting the crime to intemperance. The murderer's brain, one editor reported, 
had "been set on fire by some three quarts of cider .... "A year later, the trial 
of Prudence Arnold's murderer held the city's rapt attention.78 
Prudence Arnold was not a child from the newly founded Worces-
ter Children's Friend Society, but the tragedy likely reminded the man-
agers of the vulnerability of their own charges. The possibility of the 
abuse or neglect of the children under their care was profoundly dis-
turbing, yet it placed the women in a potentially awkward position. On 
the one hand, the CFS existed to rescue children from evil. To cause 
them subsequendy to be exposed to abuse or worse not only violated 
their mission but made them complicitous in sin. On the other hand, 
excessive vigilance would alienate the foster families, whom the society 
needed in order to function, as well as offend the public. Yet the murder 
of Prudence Arnold vividly demonstrated that foster families could not 
always be relied upon to protect children. The managers therefore sought 
to avoid acrimonious confrontations by anticipating and resolving prob-
lems early and quietly. 
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One way to preempt accusations of meddling in domestic affairs 
was for the managers to broach the issue publicly. In its Tenth Annual 
Report, the CFS described the matron's efforts to screen foster families 
and acknowledged occasional reports of"ill-treatment" of the children. 
The women flatly denied having "the smallest desire to organize an in-
quisition ... or to keep a strict surveillance over any family," but insisted 
that neither could they ignore reports of neglect or improper treatment 
from "intelligent, unprejudiced persons. "Their goal was to help the chil-
dren, the managers stressed, adding pointedly that "if we cannot accom-
plish this object, or in some good degree improve their condition, we 
might as well leave them to grow up in ignorance, or perish in the streets 
of our city, as place them in the hands of strangers to be improperly 
trained, neglected or abused." It was therefore in the community's best 
interests for allegations of abuse to be investigated.79 
For both humanitarian and political reasons, however, it was far 
better to prevent child abuse than to expose it. Because the indenture 
contracts conveyed guardianship to the CFS, not to the foster family, 
the women had the authority to visit foster homes, which White and 
the Visiting Committee did. Moreover, the children seem to have been 
told that they could return to the home if they were unhappy. As early as 
February 1849, the managers took up the case ofThomas Wright, aged 
eleven. The CFS had placed him with one ofWorcester's leading citi-
zens but within a month he was complaining of"ill usage."The situa-
tion posed a dilemma for the fledgling society: how to remove the child, 
for whose benefit the CFS existed, without giving offense to a solid 
citizen, whose support it needed? The managers decided to remove 
Wright on the grounds that he did not "give satisfaction" and found him 
another family. When the Visiting Committee checked on "Tommy" in 
his new home a month later, they found him more contented. A child's 
complaints were heeded and a potential conflict between the CFS and a 
foster mother had been quietly defused. Through letters, visits, and dis-
creet inquiries, the women of the CFS apprised themselves of the 
children's situations, hoping to make certain that the children in their 
care would not meet the fate of the tragic Prudence Arnold. 80 
THE LIMITS OF MATERNALISM 
The women were not, however, concerned equally with the situations of 
all the children of Worcester and would not agree to care for certain 
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categories of children. Their approach to the care and treatment of in-
fant and sickly children, of African American children, and of unman-
ageable children demonstrate the limits of the women's commitment to 
the community's progeny. Sometimes the limits grew out of pragmatic 
concerns, sometimes they were the result of racial prejudice. The women 
did, however, evince considerable dedication to a number of children 
whose behavior might have tried the most deeply devoted guardian. 
Unlike many other antebellum societies, the Worcester CFS assisted 
difficult children before and after placement. 81 
Infants and babies were among those whom the managers explic-
itly refused to accept into their care. The managers' own experiences had 
taught that the labor-intensive, specialized care demanded by the very 
young was unavoidable and, because they respected women's work, a 
substitute mother's labor was expensive. In 1854, the secretary noted, 
"The babe that Mrs. Hood is taking care of is very troublesome requir-
ing all the time of the person to attend to it, we think she ought to have 
more compensation than she now receives." Nursing this one infant con-
sumed nearly four percent of the entire year's budget. Babies placed too 
great a drain on the society's limited resources and thus were not rou-
tinely accepted at the home. 82 
Nonetheless, the appeal of infants was such that, while the women 
were reluctant to accept legal responsibility for them, "sometimes our 
sympathies overleap all rules." If a formal subsidy was out of the ques-
tion, a private one might be arranged. At a special meeting in 1849, the 
managers "Voted to raise thirty dollars, by subscription, to be given to 
Mrs. Chickering [a wetnurse] as a present; without any reference to the 
child now in her care, which has not yet been admitted by indenture into 
the Society."The records reveal that the managers made numerous other 
exceptions to their age policy when experience proved that homes for 
babies often were quickly found. The managers accepted Mary Smith, 
"a sweet little infant," because they had a foster family lined up "and we 
are in hopes of soon finding a more permanent home for her." During 
her tenure as superintendent Anstis Miles resorted to something ap-
proaching guerrilla tactics to find homes for infants. She allegedly had 
no compunctions about dropping in unannounced on prospective homes, 
infant in arms, thrusting the child at the startled family and command-
ing: "Take this child and nurse it for God, and he will give thee wages." 
The direct approach apparently often worked, and Miles's success, the 
managers intoned as they described such scenes with relish, was evi-
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dence that "an argument so authoritative, in connection with an appeal 
so tender, were not to be resisted." When it came to infants and babies, 
the women of the CFS repeatedly subverted an unpalatable rule they 
had adopted by necessity.83 
The managers advanced a similar argument against accepting chil-
dren in poor health and thus, like infants, in need of special care. In 
1849, a Worcester minister brought to the home James Hyde, eighteen 
months old, whose father was dead and whose mother was destitute. 
Sadly, James was frail and Miles returned him to his mother. The man-
agers reassured her that the decision was "justifiable" since "the funds of 
our society will not enable us suitably to provide for weak & sickly chil-
dren, who demand extra attention." When a boy "belonging to the cook 
at Mrs. Bean's" arrived at the home, the matron noticed something was 
wrong with the child and summoned the physician, who "thinks one 
side partially parylized [sic], extending to the brain & recommends the 
asylum in South Boston as the best place for him-he will soon be re-
moved." Children in poor health also posed a non-financial threat. There 
were no vaccines against childhood afflictions and the introduction of 
contagious disease into a household of thirty children was no small mat-
ter. In the spring of 1853, fourteen of the children at the home con-
tracted measles; a year later, the malady returned and of the nine children 
infected "eight ... were sick at one time." In the summer of1860, half of 
the children came down with measles while six months later scarlatina, 
measles and varioloid struck in rapid succession and the home was placed 
under quarantine. The quarantine was an extreme situation but, in gen-
eral, until sickness passed the managers would neither accept nor place 
children and all activities ground to a halt. 84 
The women also had a more sentimental reason to avoid the sick 
and the frail. These children could fatally infect others or die them-
selves. The children at the home enjoyed a generally high level ofhealth, 
a fact that the society's annual reports regularly announced with a mix-
ture of pride and relie£ "There has been no uncommon sickness in the 
family during the year, and no death has occurred," the women boasted 
in 1859, "which, considering the number of inmates, is a noticeable fact." 
The managers described the children as "Bright, active, vigorous, and 
promising," adding dryly, "they are not suffering from any weakness of 
the vocal organs. "85 
But even the most conscientious care could not protect some chil-
dren from death. When a child at the home died, the women of the CFS 
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took it hard, none more so than the matron whose task it was to nurse 
the sick back to health. In 1853 the managers reported that"litde Addison 
Barnes" was "attacked violently" by illness and quickly died. The reas-
surances of the child's mother that they had done all they could helped 
console the managers. Joseph Carter's sudden death at twenty months 
was all the more shocking because "for a few days previous Miss White 
had flattered herself that he was improving." Litde Jenny Valentine, "a 
special favorite," had been found abandoned "with an icy tear upon her 
cheek." A few months after the child's February 14 arrival, the managers 
reported, "neither medical skill, faithful nursing, or Miss White's affec-
tion could detain her longer from her home in Heaven." Jenny Valentine 
was one of but four children who died at the home that year. Sick and 
frail children strained the society's resources, endangered the health of 
the other children, and even shut down the home altogether. Their re-
sponses to the children's deaths suggest that the women of the CFS had 
an emotional investment in the well-being of their charges. The manag-
ers as well as the matron knew many of the children personally, describ-
ing one as "a perfect gem of humanity" and another as "a good boy." The 
policy against accepting sick children into the society's care was a pro-
tection both for the home and for themselves. 86 
Other children posed problems that reflected not concerns with 
money, health, or sentiment, but with accepted notions of racial equality. 
The city's Mrican American population was not large but it had deep 
roots. Mter serving in the Revolutionary army, Jeffrey Hemenway, for 
example, moved from Framingham to Worcester, bought a home, and 
raised a family; his wife, Hannah Hemenway, was a founding member 
ofWorcester's mostly white First Baptist church. The city's black popu-
lation also played a role in community rituals. An antebellum wedding 
was simply not fashionable unless Hepsy Hemenway baked the cake 
and Widow Powers was an attendant. There were as well personal and 
business ties among blacks and whites, and several managers-Maria 
Butman, Ann Colton, and Sarah Walker--stood as references for Wil-
liam Brown, an upholsterer and carpet maker. The city provided segre-
gated public education for its children and segregated cemetery plots for 
its dead. African Americans were thus accepted into the community as 
long as they remained in a subordinate status. 87 
Antislavery sentiment was, moreover, traditionally strong in 
Worcester. The city took pride in noting that it was a local lawyer, Levi 
Lincoln I, the father of Manager Rebecca Lincoln Newton, who de-
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fended O!tark Walker of Barre, Worcester county, in the case of Jennison 
v. Caldwell, which resulted in the 1781 Massachusetts Superior Court 
decision declaring slavery contrary to the new state constitution. As early 
as 1828, Benjamin Lundy of the National Anti-Slavery Society and edi-
tor of the Baltimore Genius of Universal Emancipation came to Worces-
ter to organize a local chapter and invited "Persons of both sexes" to 
attend his lecture. In the 1830s, a convention of ministers opposed to 
slavery met in Worcester; shortly thereafter, abolitionist William Lloyd 
Garrison came to town and declared, in a reference to Worcester's motto, 
"The heart of the commonwealth is sound." By the late 1850s, antisla-
very fervor was so strong that a riot broke out upon the arrival of a 
federal marshal rumored to be in pursuit oflongtime Worcester resident 
William J ankins, a former slave. The marshal narrowly avoided being 
lynched by an outraged community, thanks to the intervention oflocal 
abolitionists, including Manager Mary Drew's husband, Thomas.88 
Many of the managers were personally committed to abolitionism 
or antislavery. Sarah Brown, Maria Butman, Mary Drew, Mary Hadwen, 
and Ann Earle belonged to the Worcester Anti-Slavery Sewing Circle. 
Ann Earle also hosted William Lloyd Garrison and Lucretia Mott on 
their frequent visits to Worcester, and was reputed to have harbored fu-
gitive slaves. Earle's husband, Edward, was the secretary of the Worces-
ter County South Division of the American Antislavery Society, formed 
in 1838; Ann Colton's husband, Samuel, was its treasurer; Louisa Brown's 
husband William and Sarah Brown's husband Theophilus both signed 
its constitution. Mary Drew's husband, Thomas, served as the chair of 
the Ladies' Fugitive Tea :Party in 1851, which protested the recently 
passed Fugitive Slave Act and raised money to assist those fleeing sla-
very. Thomas Drew also gave numerous antislavery lectures as part of 
the Worcester Lyceum. When the Union victory in the Civil War sig-
naled the collapse of America's peculiar institution, the managers paused 
for a moment to declare "Thank God, we have seen an end of one insti-
tution, as a system oflegalized oppression, so long our country's sin and 
shame. Old things are passing away, and the spirit of Freedom, released 
from the bondage of centuries, is going forth to make all things new. It 
is the Lord's doings, and marvellous in our eyes."89 
The Lord's doings had not come without personal cost. Manager 
Mary Ann Spurr's only son, Thomas Jefferson Spurr, was a lieutenant in 
the Fifteenth Massachusetts Volunteers. At the Battle of Antietam in 
September 1862, Spurr was shot in the upper thigh by a minnie ball, 
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shattering the bone. He fell behind enemy lines but was carried into the 
shade of a tree by several Confederates who were former classmates from 
Harvard. There he lay for two days until the lines shifted and he was 
found by Union soldiers. Upon hearing the news, Mary Ann Spurr raced 
to Hagerstown. Mother and son were close; Thomas was only four when 
his father died, and Spurr had raised him and his sister Mary by hersel£ 
Spurr made it to her son's bedside in time to pray with him, and then she 
watched him die: "He fiXed his eyes in one last gaze upon a familiar 
countenance; he spoke in tones of cheer; he uttered the word, 'Mother!' 
he crossed his hands upon his bosom, and fell asleep." As she accompa-
nied her child's body on the long trip back to Worcester, Spurr had time 
to reflect upon what Thomas had told her as he lay dying: "He was fully 
aware, he said, when he gave himself to the cause of the Union ... that 
many must fall; that he had no right to claim exemption; and that he 
might as well be the victim of sacrifice as any. "90 The willingness to sac-
rifice for freedom was shared by others and, in the years after the Civil 
War, Mary Spurr's fellow managers Ann Earle, Sarah Brown, Ann 
Colton, Dorcas Lee, and Nancy Moody labored for the Freedmen's Re-
lief Society; Ann and Edmund Earle, whose family motto was "sub-
stance and not form," also worked for the Freedman's Administration.91 
Opposing slavery and dying for freedom was one thing, support-
ing social equality at the home was quite another.92 The CFS had no 
stated racial policy and did board Mrican American children at the home 
temporarily. In so doing, the managers assisted the children's parents in 
their search for jobs and better situations. In 1851 the secretary's notes 
referred to a "little colored girl" who would be permitted to remain at 
the home "as long as her board is paid weekly." A year later, another 
little girl was taken in on the recommendation of Manager Ann Colton, 
an abolitionist. In deference to Colton, the society agreed to board the 
child "at the rate of twenty five cts. a week," approximately half the usual 
boarding fee. Six months later, the girl was still at the home, at which 
point the managers sent her "to the Shelter in Providence," presumably 
a refuge for black children. However, on at least one occasion the man-
agers contemplated assuming permanent responsibility for a black child. 
In the spring of 1857, a little girl was "left at the home ... without note 
or comment .... The man who brought her did not wait to see Miss 
White." The managers voted to receive her if they could get indentures 
for her from the city, the usual procedure when a parent's signature was 
not available. 93 
156 Women and Reform 
Despite their willingness to accept custodial care of some Mrican 
American children, it is clear the managers did so reluctantly. The cases 
involving black children were disproportionately few: only three of the 
more than two hundred children cared for during this period. Further-
more, it is telling that the managers did not record the names of black 
children or their parents, referring instead to "a colored girl" or "the 
colored woman" -their race being, in the women's minds, sufficient iden-
tification. This manner of designation stands in stark contrast to the way 
the managers addressed white children and their parents, referring to 
them by name and, in some cases, by nicknames, and always bestowing 
upon white parents a title, "Mr." or "Mrs." Even the unwed mothers 
merited "Miss." This was simply not the case for African Americans. 
Black children also posed a challenge to the society's goal of placing 
children as full members of foster or adoptive families. It is unlikely that 
the managers were prepared to ask white families to accept black chil-
dren as their own. Unless the women recruited adoptive and foster fami-
lies from the city's Mrican Americans-a course of action they do not 
seem to have considered-the CFS's mission made no place for black 
children. 94 
If the managers were ambivalent about accepting Mrican Ameri-
can children into the home, they minced no words when it came to 
tolerating the delinquent behavior of those children they did accept, 
particularly that of boys. Although the women refused to model their 
society after an asylum, preferring the structure and ambience of a "home," 
they agreed that institutions had a place in the management of recalci-
trant or troublesome children, those for whom family-style discipline 
was insufficient. The managers thus did not hesitate to send boys to the 
state reform school at Westboro, Worcester county. In June 1849, thir-
teen-year-old Hugh Conaldson arrived at the home from Vermont, but 
the managers found him "perverse & refractory in disposition & so vi-
cious in habits" that they turned him over to the police court, which 
shipped him straight off to Westboro. Similarly, when John Wright stole 
money from his foster family and ran away, the CFS passed him on to 
the reform school. The managers also thought that there should be a 
similar institution for girls and cheered when the state announced plans 
for a school "for juvenile delinquents of our own sex." When the school 
opened, Manager Ann Buffum Earle and her husband attended the cer-
emony.95 
The Westboro boys' school did not, however, represent a solution 
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of last resort but was a permeable institution, with boys moving back 
and forth between it and the home. Henry Hooper's foster family re-
turned him to the home with "a poor report" that his mother blamed 
on the foster family. Once back at the home, willful Henry's conduct 
was as bad as ever and, with "great regret," the managers packed him 
off to Westboro. Several years later, however, Henry Hooper was once 
more living at the home. Similarly, although the managers sent Joseph 
Williams to Westboro a few months after his arrival at the home, they 
maintained their interest in him and five years later were still corre-
sponding with the superintendent ofWestboro about him. Nor did the 
managers necessarily wash their hands of troublesome boys, as the case 
of sixteen-year-old Charles Tyler indicates. Sixteen was well beyond the 
age limit for acceptance into their charge; Charles was nearly grown and 
not likely to be adopted. Nevertheless, the managers found him a home 
and must have been frustrated when he ran away, complaining that he 
wanted to work on a farm. Within a month, they had arranged it. 96 
The women demonstrated even greater patience with the girls un-
der their control. Particularly in the cases of Cynthia Pige and Helen 
Gaylord, the managers refused to give up despite the considerable ag-
gravation the girls caused. Their forbearance symbolizes their commit-
ment to the children under their care, but also suggests a lack of practical 
alternatives. Cynthia Pige came to the home in 1849 and rapidly passed 
through a series of foster homes. She seldom lasted longer than a few 
months with any family, leading the society's otherwise staid secretary 
to dub her"ourwandering Cynthia."Time and again the managers al-
lowed themselves to hope that Cynthia had settled into a family, only to 
find her back at the home within a few months. In 1855, Cynthia Pige 
disappears from the records. Perhaps she at last found an agreeable home, 
or possibly she became an adult. For six years the managers sustained 
their interest in her well-being, accepting with relatively good humor 
her difficulties at adjusting to foster families.97 
Helen Gaylord's behavior also was a trial. In the fall of 1853, her 
mother brought fourteen-year-old Helen to the CFS, which quickly 
placed her. Helen was returned to the home within a month, the first in 
a series of rejections by foster families who "complain sadly of her be-
havior."The matron intervened to chat with Helen and suggested to the 
managers "the propriety of some of the ladies calling occasionally to see 
her as a word in season might have a good effect and enable her to retain 
a good home." But the pep talks did not work and, against the society's 
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wishes, Helen returned to her mother in 1855. When Helen's stepfather 
threw her out of the house three months later, the managers welcomed 
Helen back and again placed her. This time she lasted longer, but in 
1857, "after an absence of two years," Helen once more returned to the 
home. Now eighteen, Helen was a legal adult, beyond the age of resi-
dential care. The managers, however, hoped to arrange a position for 
her, "where she may receive small wages & attend school, all or part of 
the time." The managers persisted in their support of Cynthia Pige and 
Helen Gaylord, visiting them in their homes, repeatedly unearthing new 
families, eventually finding at least one of the girls a job. 98 
One source of the women's patience may have been a lack of prac-
tical alternatives. The managers would not send a child back to its par-
ents unless both the parents and the child so desired, and until1856 
there was no equivalent for girls of the Westboro reform school for boys. 
The women of the CFS were, in essence, stuck with the girls in their 
custody who manifested undesirable behavior. Perhaps it was their ex-
periences with Cynthia Pige and Helen Gaylord that lay behind the 
managers' enthusiastic support for a reform school for girls. However, a 
lack of options does not alone account for the women's dedication to 
their sometimes vexatious charges. It is not clear whether or not the 
CFS was legally responsible for Cynthia, but it certainly was not re-
sponsible for Helen. The managers had accepted Helen with the under-
standing that her mother would sign Articles oflndenture, but the mother 
rebuffed their attempts to secure her signature. The managers therefore 
did not sustain their interest in Helen Gaylord because they had to but 
because they felt obliged to assist her despite, or perhaps because of, her 
troubled history. 99 
A deeper source of the women's tolerance was likely more per-
sonal. Cynthia Pige and Helen Gaylord were not delinquents, after all; 
they had committed no crime and were apparendy in no danger of do-
ing so. Rather, they were unsetded young women without supportive 
families. An antebellum American woman acquired her sense of self, her 
social and economic security, even her name, from her relationship with 
others: her mother, her father, her husband, or children. A girl on the 
verge of womanhood without such ties, with no family to assist her so-
cially and economically, was in an alarmingly vulnerable position. The 
popular literature of the period replayed endlessly the dangers, real and 
imagined, of a woman alone. In the course of their work of welfare, the 
managers had seen enough to be unusually well acquainted with the 
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hardships and the pitfalls that awaited single, uprooted women. Fur-
thermore, as women themselves, and as the mothers of daughters, it is 
possible that they empathized with the obstacles Cynthia and Helen 
were facing as they headed into adulthood. The legal and economic dis-
abilities of women were daunting enough for those from stable and sup-
portive families, but for those without families the challenges could be 
overwhelming. And so they exhibited great patience with the older girls 
in their care; the older boys could better fend for themselves. Although 
the language detailing the girls' cases reveals the managers' thinning 
patience, the women remained nonjudgmental. In their eyes, the root-
less and demanding Cynthia was "wandering," she was not "perverse & 
refractory," as they had considered Hugh Conaldson to be. In their own 
society, as in society at large, gender made a difference. 
Comparisons of cases within a category, as in the disparate treatment of 
Henry Hooper and Charles Tyler, or between categories, as in the dif-
ferent levels of tolerance of the behavior of girls and boys, yield few hard 
and fast rules by which the managers ran the Worcester Children's Friend 
Society. Rather, the women determined their courses of action on a case-
by-case basis, preferring not to make sweeping policy decisions and rig-
idly adhering to them. Moreover, they persistently violated the policies 
they did make. The women had considerable authority over the children 
in their care and the potential to structure and to stratify the children's 
lives was great. But they ran the society in a manner comparable to the 
institution with which they were most familiar, the family. CFS children 
were not groomed to depart as servants or apprenticed laborers but as 
integral members of a new family. In so doing, the managers rejected the 
conventional wisdom and trusted in their own experience. 
Their emphasis upon the familial nature of the society also helped 
to keep it in the hands of its founders. The Worcester CFS did not go 
the way of the orphan asylum of Petersburg, Virginia, whose founding 
mothers lost control to a male board of trustees. By adamantly denying 
men power within the institution, and by shrewdly linking the success 
of the home to a more general commitment to maternalism, the manag-
ers of the Worcester Children's Friend Society guaranteed their society's 
influence and autonomy, and to a great extent their own, in a culture 
generally threatened by female independence.100 
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From Feminism to 
Female Employment 
Organized Women in Worcester 
in the 1850s 
Great men make mistakes as well as little ones. This was 
illustrated the other day by Mr. Calhoun, who took the 
position that "all men are NOT created free and equal." 
Said he, "only two men were created, and one of these was 
a woman." 
-National Aegis, April3, 1850 
In 1848, more than one hundred women and men gathered in Seneca 
Falls, New York, to hold the first American convention dedicated to the 
advancement of the legal, political, and economic equality of women. 
Until the outbreak of the Civil War a dozen years later, women's rights 
advocates assembled at least annually to analyze women's position in 
society, rally the faithful, and debate the movement's goals and tactics. 
In 1850, feminists met in Worcester for the movement's first national 
convention and they returned to the city the following year. Although 
only a relative handful of the women ofWorcester appear to have openly 
supported the women's rights movement, others were not immune to its 
message. An examination of some of the organized activities of the 
women of the city in the 1850s suggests that their voluntary societies 
implicitly, and at times explicitly, supported the demands the feminists 
articulated. For the women ofWorcester, the critical decade of the 1850s, 
a period of intense politicization in the face of mounting sectional con-
flict, was also an era of organizational growth and expansion.1 
A heady sense of optimism permeated the Worcester women's rights 
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conventions, for recent events suggested that the "reign of might," which 
favored men, was ending and that a "reign of right," which favored 
women, was dawning. In this new era, feminists believed, the possibili-
ties for social improvement were immense and women would figure 
prominendy because they were the more moral. The antebellum femi-
nists tempered an emerging cultural belief that the common good 
stemmed from competition among individuals-a perspective that would 
reach its apogee only in the postbellum era-with an awareness that the 
competition as staged was inherendy unfair and ultimately detrimental 
to society. Although the development of the economy had brought a 
growing association of morality with femininity and a partial exclusion 
of women from a recognized economic and political role, women did 
not allow this to pass unchallenged. Indeed, a commitment to providing 
economic opportunity for all, as well as to expanding the body politic, 
was the point at which feminists and more conventional local reformers 
converged. In the mid-1850s, on the heels of the rights conventions and 
with the backing ofWorcester's established women's organizations, ac-
tivists sought to expand women's opportunities and to further institu-
tionalize the value of social cooperation by founding a Female 
Employment Society dedicated to empowering poor women to support 
their families. Thus in the 1850s Worcester witnessed the maturation, 
rather than the repudiation, of many years of women's independent so-
cial activism. 2 
FEMINISM CoMES To ToWN 
The decision to hold the first national women's rights convention in 
Worcester, and to return the following year, was likely influenced less by 
the political climate of the city than by its geography. Centrally located 
in the Northeast, Worcester was the hub of numerous railroad and stage 
lines, making it relatively easy to get to, and could accommodate large 
groups at its many hotels, meeting halls, saloons, and restaurants. In-
deed, the antebellum city was the site of numerous conventions, which 
delighted local business owners but exasperated the locals who preferred 
quiet. "Another Convention at Worcester!" Christopher Columbus 
Baldwin, a lawyer and the librarian of the American Antiquarian Soci-
ety, recorded grumpily in his diary in 1833. "This is the third grand 
State Convention at this place since the first of September; each assem-
bly of from three to five hundred delegates." Many of the groups hold-
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ing their meetings in Worcester were dedicated to political reform. The 
People's Convention of Massachusetts convened there in 1848 to form 
the state's Free Soil Party, while in 1854 a second People's Convention 
met and renamed itself the Republican Party. Others focused on social 
issues. Temperance supporters convened in Worcester in 1832 and, dia-
rist Baldwin noted disdainfully, made spectacles of themselves after im-
bibing "very freely of Cycler; and that which was of the very worst and 
most unpalatable sort."3 
By the early 1850s a steady stream of conferences flooded Worces-
ter during the fall convention season. A local paper commented wryly 
that "The Whigs, Democrats, Free-Democrats, Land Reformers, Come-
Outers, Disunionists and Thusologists" had already held "their respec-
tive Conventions for the season, and most of them in this city." The 
"only remaining organization" yet to meet, the paper noted, was that 
which argued the woman question. Indeed, so popular was Worcester as 
a host city that when the women's rights convention finally did meet 
there, Brinley Hall still echoed with the speeches of the Anti-Hanging 
Convention that had just concluded. Several of those who sought an 
end to capital punishment in Massachusetts remained to discuss women's 
rights.4 
Through the summer and fall of1850, repeated newspaper notices 
prepared locals for the upcoming convention, and when the advocates of 
women's rights arrived in late October, the Worcester public greeted 
them with a mixture of curiosity, ridicule, and encouragement. Mer-
chants were pleased with the approximately one thousand people from 
eleven states who descended upon their city, and stocked their shop win-
dows with lacy goods calculated to appeal to female conventioneers. The 
proprietor of a clothing store seized upon the theme of dress reform to 
advertise jovially that "One of the Convention Resolutions found float-
ing around town strikes us as being to the point: Resolved, that when we 
get our rights, we will to the man buy our breeches of A. Maccular and 
Co." The Worcester Palladium, a Democratic paper, praised the elo-
quent oratory of convention speakers Lucretia Mott, Ernestine Rose, 
and Abby Kelley Foster, but dismissed the women's movement generally 
as a thinly disguised ''form of anti-slavery agitation" with which it had no 
sympathy. Still others were much less respectful, and those speaking at 
Brinley Hall had to make themselves heard above the strains of "Oh 
Susannah" wafting up from a side show exhibition of an obese sixteen-
year-old in the hall downstairs. (Critics of women's rights sneered that 
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the 40Q-pound "American fat girl" was an example of "what woman 
would be if she had her rights.") But others took the convention more 
seriously. Asaph Rice, eighty-two, ofNorthboro, Worcester county, arose 
early and walked eleven miles "before breakfast" to ensure a good seat at 
the meeting. Rice's strategy was well advised, for on a "glorious Indian 
summer" day, Brinley Hall filled to capacity and organizers had to turn 
away eager crowds. The following year, when the second national women's 
rights convention returned to Worcester, organizers arranged for the use 
of a larger hall to accommodate the throng that turned out for the popu-
lar evening sessions. Part of the draw was undoubtedly the presence of 
so many feminists, abolitionists, and social reformers with national and 
even international reputations, including Frederick Douglass, Lucretia 
Mott, Lucy Stone, Charles C. Burleigh, Ernestine Rose, William H. 
Channing, William Lloyd Garrison, Abby Kelley Foster and Stephen S. 
Foster.5 
Unlike the Palladium, the Whiggish local press was friendly, even 
enthusiastic. The Spy wrote up the convention's proceedings in lauda-
tory detail, praising the meeting's "decorum," the intelligence of the ex-
temporaneous speeches, and the "great interest" manifested by all who 
attended. The Spy's editor, John Milton Earle, a Qyaker, an abolitionist, 
and a Republican, denounced the "exceedingly scurrilous" reports from 
the hostile out-of-town press, especially the Boston Daily Mail and James 
Gordon Bennett's New York Herald, which ridiculed the women's con-
vention as, among other things, a "motley organization" with "horrible, 
fanatical, absurd, and infidel" ideas. Preferring to dwell upon the women's 
appearance, the Herald noted with approval that Abby Kelley Foster of 
Worcester was "a very striking personage" and that Ernestine Rose, a 
Polish immigrant from New York, had "black eyes, delicate features, [and] 
black hair, let down in ringlets over her ears," but dismissed Lucretia 
Mott of Philadelphia as "all bone, gristle, and resolution." "No man with 
the feelings of a gentleman" would have written such things, an indig-
nant John M. Earle retorted, nor would a "paper with any regard to its 
character with respectable people" have published them. Earle's staunch 
support of the convention was, no doubt, influenced by the fact that he 
was married to Sarah H. Earle, the convention's organizer. The Spy's 
chief rival in town, the NationalAegis, also covered the conventions. While 
cool to the cause of women's rights-the Aegis editor facetiously pro-
posed a "compromise" whereby women received the suffrage but their 
husbands exercised it for them-the subtly mocking tone that suffused 
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the paper's discussion of the 1850 convention disappeared in 1851, when 
it wrote a mostly favorable account.6 
Those who wished to attend the Worcester women's rights con-
ventions thus enjoyed some local support. Approximately one thousand 
people at the 1850 convention met in morning, afternoon, and evening 
sessions to debate the issues and consider strategies; of these, two hun-
dred and sixty-eight declared themselves members, which entitled them 
to vote. Nearly one-third of the declared members were from Worcester, 
and of those whose sex can be determined, seventy percent were women. 
Of those for whom family occupational data are available, more than 
half were self-supporting, including four proprietors ofboarding houses, 
three schoolteachers, two nurses, two dressmakers, two female physi-
cians, one who was variably a laundress and a wetnurse, and a future 
assistant matron at the orphan asylum. Among married women for whom 
data are available, two were married to farmers, two to merchants, one to 
the treasurer ofWorcester county, one to a newspaper publisher, and one 
each to a bootmaker, a dentist, a carpenter, and a carder at a mill. 7 
It is a testament to the movement's goals that it found support 
among economically independent women and those who worked out-
side the home. "Dispute our rights, envy us our claim as mothers, but 
leave us our privilege to labor," exhorted one convention speaker, "Give 
us our just remuneration." Many of the convention members from 
Worcester kne~ first-hand both the privilege oflaboring and the desire 
for a just remu~eration. In the late 1840s, Abigail H. Metcalf, a single 
woman, learned how to run a boarding house from her widowed mother; 
by 1852, Metcalf was running the business herself while her sister, Mary 
Metcalf, worked as a dressmaker. Abigail and Mary Metcalf lived to-
gether and together became members of the 1850 women's rights con-
vention. Anna Goulding and Frances A. Pierce were "female physicians," 
their medical education and practice artificially limited by the gender 
discrimination repeatedly indicted at the convention. Elizabeth Stamp 
and Caroline Farnum were married to machinists; both also were nurses, 
a job that required the women to leave their own families to live and 
work in other people's homes. When Farnum's husband died in 1852, 
she gave up nursing to start a boarding house, which enabled her to be at 
home with her children while she supported them. Sybil Worcester, a 
widow, ran a boarding house with the assistance of her adult daughters. 
Phebe and Adeline Worcester worked alongside their mother and sat 
side-by-side at the 1850 convention. Anna Ruggles, also widowed, also 
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ran a boarding house; Mrs. Chickering took in laundry to supplement 
what her husband, John, could earn as a laborer; Emily Prentice, who 
became a member of the convention along with her sister, Sarah Prentice, 
was a dressmaker. The feminist demand for greater employment oppor-
tunities and improved pay held particular meaning for these women in 
Worcester, who supported themselves and their families through their 
own earnings.8 
A second significant occupational group at the convention was the 
public schoolteachers. Teaching emerged in the antebellum era as one of 
the few professions open to educated women, and by 1850 more than 
ninety percent of the teachers in Worcester's rapidly expanding public 
school system were women. What the male schoolteachers lacked in 
numbers, however, they made up for in salaries: on average, the full-time 
male teachers earned more than one thousand dollars a year, while the 
full-time female teachers earned two hundred dollars a year, or twenty 
percent of the salary of their male colleagues. Over time the women's 
pay slowly increased while the men's held stable, so that by 1860 the 
city's female public schoolteachers earned an average of $288 annually. 
However, this sum was still barely more than one-quarter of the men's 
average annual salary of $1,050. In Worcester, as elsewhere in America, 
blatant gender discrimination meant that female schoolteachers were 
grossly underpaid. 9 
The glaring disparity between the salaries of male and female 
schoolteachers-a fact regularly made public in the city's published an-
nual reports-may have encouraged Adeliza Perry, Lydia Wilmarth, and 
Martha B. Earle to join the 1850 women's rights convention meeting in 
their city. In 1849, Perry was an assistant principal (one of three teach-
ers) at Worcester's Summer Street Boys' Primary, where she earned $156. 
Perry was also an aspiring writer; although she taught briefly in 1850, 
earning $18, she spent most of the year composing The Cinderella Frock, 
a children's book that appeared in 1851. Also in 1851 she resumed teach-
ing, becoming the principal, in the sense of the only, teacher at the Front 
Street Grammar School, where she earned $275. Five years later, Perry's 
annual salary had increased to $350. Lydia Wilmarth's pay rose more 
slowly. In 1849, Wilmarth was the principal (of two teachers) at the 
Pleasant Street Infant School, earning $208; in 1850, her pay was in-
creased to $225, and in 1853 to $250. By 1860, after a full ten years as 
the lead teacher at the same school, Wilmarth was earning only $300 a 
year. Wilmarth's interest in the 1850 women's rights convention might 
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also have been piqued by the woman with whom she taught all day at 
the Pleasant Street School, Martha B. Earle, daughter of the convention's 
organizer, Sarah H. Earle. Presumably Earle was influenced in her be-
liefs by her mother; but even had she not been, her concern for a fair 
salary might have been sparked by her own situation: as an assistant 
teacher in the city's public schools, Earle earned only $150 a year. 
Professional educators such as Perry, Wilmarth, and Earle, paid 
less than one-third of the wages of their male counterparts, likely re-
sponded positively to the feminist demand that "women ought to have 
equal opportunities, privileges, and securities with men for rendering 
themselves pecuniarily independent." As important as the right to vote 
was-and speaker after speaker at the Worcester conventions demanded 
the suffrage--property rights and access to education and the "indus-
trial avocations" were just as vital. Feminists asserted confidently that 
when women had obtained equal employment opportunities, "all other 
opportunities, privileges, and securities oflaw, custom, and usage [will] 
follow."10 
The middle of the nineteenth century seemed an auspicious time 
to inaugurate such far-reaching change. The feminists at Worcester 
pointed to an "upward tending spirit of the age" that to their minds 
heralded the advent of an era of unprecedented respect for human rights 
and equality. Indeed, they appeared confident that public sentiment was 
"undergoing rapid change for the better." Americans were discussing 
the rights of women as never before, many noted, and the "uprising of 
womanhood" in conventions such as theirs constituted proof that "the 
age of war is drawing towards a close, and that of peace ... is dawning." 
Evidence of a renewed interest in pacifism, combined with the inven-
tion of the steam engine, signaled to the Worcester conventioneers the 
onset of a social order in which economic productivity and prosperity 
were less correlated with human muscle power. As the market value of 
men's physical advantage vis-a-vis women waned, those speaking ar-
gued, so too would men's claim to patriarchal privileges as well as society's 
justification for women's legal and economic dependence upon men. 
These very same forces, moreover, threw women's allegedly superior 
morality into greater relie£ As a consequence, the feminists at the Worces-
ter conventions stressed, centuries of inequality would soon pass away 
and the sexes would stand on equal footing, for "ours is an epochal move-
ment."11 
Equal footing, but still separate. Indeed, as historians have fre-
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quently noted, the antebellum women's rights movement did not repu-
diate but rather embraced their culture's essentialist assumption that traits 
associated with masculinity and femininity were rooted in biology. 
Speaker upon speaker at the Worcester conventions expressed a com-
mitment to the immutability and the desirability of allegedly sex-linked 
character traits. Paulina Wright Davis, who presided over the conven-
tions, stood before the assembled and stated flatly, "I will not accept the 
concession of any equality which means identity or resemblance of fac-
ulty and function [between women and men]. I do not base [women's] 
claims upon any such parallelism of constitution or attainment." Where 
women's rights advocates and their antifeminist opponents parted com-
pany, however, was in their interpretations of this common theory. Femi-
nists argued at Worcester that precisely because the sexes were so different, 
no man was qualified to judge what was best for a woman and thus 
women had a compelling need for legal and economic autonomy. More-
over, their faith in innate gender differences led feminists to insist that 
cooperation, not competition, was the true nature of human social rela-
tions. The fates of women and men were irrevocably linked by an "abso-
lute unity of interest and destiny which nature has established between 
them ... [and thus] there can be no real antagonism of position and 
action." Just as the security and the prosperity of an individual family 
was the product of the cooperation between husband and wife, so too 
was the stability and the morality of the human family dependent upon 
the fundamental cooperation between women and men. "Man cannot 
fulfill his duty alone--he cannot redeem his race unaided ... " wrote a 
pregnant Elizabeth Cady Stanton to the 1850 convention, for "there are 
deep and tender chords of sympathy and love that woman can touch 
more skillfully than man. "12 
To the extent that feminists supported the primacy of woman's 
maternal role, they sounded quite conventional. Women have a "con-
ceded superiority in the family affections," Paulina Wright Davis de-
clared, and thus should "be entitled to exclusive control in the domestic 
function." Indeed, domesticity and feminism were not only compatible, 
they were inextricable. The Worcester feminists argued that it was be-
cause mothers exerted "a most potent influence" that the nation's future 
required that women no longer live a "dwarfed humanity." Davis ac-
knowledged that women were the "gentler sex ... the loveliest of the 
two," but concluded that respecting women only for their physical at-
tributes was "se!fish and savage" because it denied "the integral develop-
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ment of the whole being." Such rhetoric built upon and appealed to the 
ideologies and the activism of several generations of women's religious 
and secular organizations, and reveals the extent to which antebellum 
feminists were very much in step with their times.13 
But the feminists at Worcester did not stop there. Rather, they 
proceeded to so broaden the definition of"woman's sphere" as to rob the 
concept of its potentially insidious implications. The conviction that 
women and men were endowed with distinct yet complementary physi-
cal and moral traits did not mean that a woman's place was in the home, 
they argued. To the contrary, by virtue of woman's virtue, woman's sphere 
logically included the worlds of politics, law, economics, and social re-
form. Indeed, feminists rhetorically linked their movement to the 
postmillennialism of many contemporary women's organizations when 
they argued that the reformation of the world-which the "signs of the 
time" portended was imminent--would not occur unless and until women 
achieved "FREE EQUAL RIGHTS." Elizur Wright, insurance reformer 
and editor of the Boston Chronotype, dismissed as an instance of men's 
"palpable puppyhood" the argument that respectable women should not 
participate in politics because their genteel sensibilities would reel at the 
uncouth behavior of male voters and politicians. Such rowdiness was 
simply proof, said another, that "men ... are continually doing what they 
ought to be ashamed of" and in need of woman's civilizing discipline at 
the polls. For the sake of their families, their nation, the world, and the 
coming Christian millennium, women must have an active social and 
political role, balancing "wrong-headed" men with "right-hearted" 
women.14 
Acknowledging that "what 'woman's sphere' is is the very matter of 
the dispute," the convention speakers asserted that "woman's sphere dif-
fers immensely" over time and space. These feminists agreed that 
gendered spheres encompassed "the orbits of circuits of employment 
and action" but argued that the contours of those spheres had yet to be 
determined. What's more, they insisted, a definitive notion of woman's 
sphere was ultimately impossible because it was ever evolving and al-
ways for the better. Antoinette Brown, a theology student at Ohio's 
Oberlin College, illustrated how subversive education can be when she 
argued that history demonstrated that "Woman's sphere is not fixed .... 
No, it is rising." For antebellum feminists, history proved, and current 
developments upheld, women's claims to formal civic incorporation.15 
To the extent that it could be defined, woman's sphere was woman's 
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work, and the Worcester conventions focused upon the need to expand 
the numbers and kinds of occupations available to women. Abby H. 
Price of Hopedale, Worcester county, educated the assembly on the eco-
nomic hardships confronting women who thought to support them-
selves and their families through traditional "women's work. "The trades 
open to women, such as sewing, Price explained, paid so poorly-"about 
30 cents a day"-that sheer necessity drove some into prostitution, a 
sordid fact from which a moral community must recoil. Harriet K. Hunt, 
a pioneer physician, argued that theirs was an "age of transition" in which 
"the minds of the community are asking the why and the wherefore of 
all things." Hunt proclaimed motherhood "the highest law of [woman's] 
nature" and took for granted women's distinctive religiosity. But from 
these premises, Hunt argued that women were especially well suited to 
the medical profession, for "what could be more delicately feminine, 
more truly womanly, than to take the hand of a sister, afflicted in body 
and mind, and to show her the cause of her diseases? ... "Thus although 
the antebellum feminists trafficked in the rhetoric of separate spheres, 
and argued that separate spheres were entirely congruent with economic 
and political equality, they effectively deflated its customary meaning.16 
In 1851, the second national women's rights convention met once 
again in Worcester and featured many of the same faces.17 The conven-
tion revisited the issues addressed the previous year but reflected a shift 
in mood, for the cause appeared to be gaining momentum, endorsing 
the efficacy of the nascent movement's beliefs and tactics. A few medi-
cal schools and design schools had opened their doors to women and a 
number of state legislatures were considering married women's property 
acts. Traditional barriers were evidently crumbling, leading Paulina 
Wright Davis to wonder "if a year or two of our history registers such 
advancements as these, what will not the quick-coming future bring with 
it?" The women's movement also took heart from its growing interna-
tional influence. Writer Harriet Martineau sent an encouraging letter 
from England describing the impact the American conventions were 
having abroad. Unitarian minister William H. Channing, excoriated in 
the New York press as, among other things, an "abolitionist demagogue," 
read a letter from two women imprisoned for their activism during the 
French revolution of 1848. From their Parisian jail, socialists Jeanne 
Deroine and Pauline Roland urged the Worcester convention to bear in 
mind that their own revolution had failed because it "forgot to break the 
chain of the most oppressed of all-ofWoman, the Pariah ofhumanity." 
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When women's rights were sacrificed, the French feminists soberly re-
minded their American counterparts, all human rights were threatened.18 
Emboldened by the apparent pace of change and by the sacrifices 
women at home and abroad were making for the cause of human rights, 
the 1851 convention speakers assumed a more militant tone, exhorting 
women to seize the moment and demand equal rights. Feminist orator 
and Worcester county native Lucy Stone brought a roar of approval from 
the crowd when she declared "Friends, we are our own helper .... In-
stead of asking, 'Give us this, or give us that,' let us just get up and take 
it." Wendell Phillips, a leader of the abolitionist movement, beseeched 
women to "take your rights! ... It is for you but to speak." Ernestine 
Rose urged those assembled to enlist in the feminist cause, which she 
characterized as a "crusade ... far holier and more righteous than [that 
which] led warriors to Palestine." In an address shot through with irony, 
editor Clarissa I. Howard Nichols of Vermont eloquently skewered the 
common law principle of feme covert, which conferred upon the husband 
all property belonging to a married couple regardless ofits source. Nichols 
described a scenario that every woman present could imagine herself 
confronting one day: "if[a woman's] husband should be taken from her 
by death ... [her] home must be divided, and a comer in the kitchen, a 
comer in the garret, and a 'privilege' in the cellar, be set off to her use, as 
if she were a rat!" Nichols's words created a "great sensation."19 
Abby Kelley Foster, a Worcester resident, a feminist, and an aboli-
tionist known for her passionate oratory, had been mostly silent during 
the 1851 proceedings. The previous year, with characteristic forthright-
ness, Foster had declared, "I do not talk of women's rights, but ofhuman 
rights, the rights ofhuman beings. I do not come to ask [for] them, but 
to demand them; not to get down on my knees and beg for them, but to 
claim them." Foster urged women to seize the most basic right of the 
oppressed, "the right to rise up and cut the tyrants' throats." The next 
day, a more peaceable Lucretia Mott attempted to cool Foster's fiery 
words by emphasizing the spiritual nature of the women's rights move-
ment.20 In the last minutes of the 1851 convention, Foster rose to an-
nounce that women themselves were the greatest impediment to equality 
for "the reason why woman is not found in the highest position which 
she is qualified to fill, is because she has not more than half the will." 
Only when women accepted "the full weight of [their] responsibilities," 
she maintained, would they achieve their rights. In a soon-to-be-fa-
mous autobiographical statement, Foster indicted women for their com-
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placency and reminded them that "bloody feet, sisters, have worn smooth 
the path by which you have come up hither." "Action, action is elo-
quence!" Foster declared, and was vigorously cheered when she chal-
lenged women to earn their rights through "toil-earnest, self-sacrificing 
toil." In these and other statements at the conventions, Foster placed the 
responsibility for attaining equality squarely upon women's shoulders, 
strengthening the contemporary belief that the movement's goals could 
be realized within the status quo. The second Worcester convention closed 
with an address by Emma Coe of Ohio, who noted presciently that "In-
justice knows no peace. "21 
The first and second national women's rights conventions held in 
Worcester in 1850 and 1851 were early explorations of gender roles in 
American society. Optimism permeated the gatherings despite the cho-
rus of choleric jeers, for it seemed that in an era of unprecedented change, 
the wrongs facing women needed only to be pointed out to be speedily 
remedied. Even feminists as radical as Abby Kelley Foster insisted that 
women could bring about reform if they willed themselves to action. In 
retrospect it is clear that antebellum feminists underestimated the struc-
tural and ideological impediments facing the movement, and may have 
precluded, at least for a time, a more thoroughgoing critique of gender 
relations in America. At the same time, a willingness to sacrifice to bring 
about change, and an abiding faith that such change was possible, was 
critical to the success of the early movement, which was buffeted by 
criticism and ridicule. 
FEMINISM AND SociAL AcTIVISM IN 1850s WoRCESTER 
The confidence the feminists displayed at the conventions at Worcester 
also may have stemmed in part from the evidence of change within their 
own communities. Several Worcester reform societies shared the cri-
tique and the commitment of the feminists at the women's rights con-
ventions; indeed, an interest in feminism seems to have spurred an interest 
in local reform. At least five members of the 1850 women's rights con-
vention, or almost 8 percent of the known membership from Worcester, 
had close ties to the city's Children's Friend Society. For two members 
of the 1850 convention, the CFS provided economic opportunities. 
Louisa Gleason, who grew up in a boarding house run by her ~dowed 
mother, Sarah, signed her name to the convention's list of members; 
shortly thereafter, Gleason became the assistant matron at the CFS, a 
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position she held for six years. Mrs. Chickering, also a member of the 
1850 convention, regularly hired out her services to the CFS as a wetnurse 
and for infant child care. Seth Rogers, a hydropathic physician, a cousin 
of Susan B. Anthony, and the director ofWorcester's Water-Cure Insti-
tute, joined the 1850 convention and offered to house the matron and 
the children of the CFS when the society's home burnt in 1858. Mary 
R. Hadwen, married to a retired manufacturer, and Abigail P.B. Rawson, 
married to a merchant, also subscribed to the 1850 convention; two years 
later, both sat on the CFS Board ofManagers. Thus, while scholars have 
tended to see participation in the feminist movement as the culmination 
of antebellum women's politicization, typically through their participa-
tion in local voluntary societies, the evidence from Worcester indicates 
that interest in women's rights also spurred interest in local reform.22 
From advocating women's rights to working on behalf of children 
and mosdy female-headed families was a logical progression, for an af-
finity of interests connected the CFS to the goals of antebellum femi-
nism. The women who ran the CFS had always considered theirs to be 
a private society operating for the public good. As the CFS prospered, 
and as the managers' experience with social problems grew, they began 
to speak out on related social issues. Three months after the 1851 con-
vention, perhaps influenced by Abby Kelley Foster's eloquent call to ac-
tion, the CFS for the first time openly endorsed the goals of the women's 
movement. In their 1852 Annual Report, in phrases similar to those ex-
pressed at the recent convention, the managers asserted that "the precise 
boundaries of woman's sphere of action and of duty, in this eminendy 
progressive age" were yet to be determined, as was women's fitness for 
"positions of higher honor and more extensive usefulness."The women 
of the CFS decided that they would leave these questions to the "more 
skilful hands, wiser heads, and abler advocates" in the women's movement 
and would devote their energies to defending and advancing the "inalien-
able rights" of mothers, a reform agreeable to antebellum feminism. 
Women's organizations such as the Worcester Children's Friend Society 
could thus find common cause with the national women's rights move-
ment because both endorsed the legal and economic rights of women.23 
Further supporting the association of feminism and women's so-
cial activism in Worcester in the decade before the Civil War was a soci-
ety organized in 1855 in response to the perception that poverty in their 
city was increasingly feminized. The Worcester Female Employment 
Society began as an offshoot of the Relief of the Poor (ROP), a men's 
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society formed in 1847 to "protect the community from the frauds of 
vagrants and professional beggars; and to relieve the deserving poor" 
during Worcester's freezing winter months. Each fall the ROP com-
menced its annual campaign by soliciting donations to fund "systematic 
action in the relief of the poor." The men divided the city nearly into 
twenty-two districts, distributed fliers in poor neighborhoods advertis-
ing its charity, assigned three of their members to each district as "Visi-
tors," and hired a male agent to coordinate the undertaking. The ROP 
doled out clothing, food, fuel, and coupons that could be exchanged for 
goods at designated stores; the poor were never to receive cash. The 
ROP also urged "any person who can give any sort of work to men or 
women in want of employ" to apply at its agent's office.24 
The ROP's aim was to tide over the rough winter months those 
who did not otherwise receive public assistance. To qualify for aid under 
antebellum Massachusetts's strict setdement laws, it was necessary to be 
a citizen, to have resided in one town continually for ten years, and to 
have paid taxes at least half that time. In a rapidly growing city such as 
Worcester, many native-born Americans, and virtually all immigrants, 
could not meet these requirements, and thus fell into the category of 
state paupers. But because Massachusetts reimbursed towns for support-
ing state paupers at the miserly rate of forty-nine cents a week, local 
authorities were encouraged to warehouse the poor in the city almshouse, 
a fate those in need avoided if at all possible. Complicating the problem 
of poor relief were the economic crises of the late 1850s, which threw 
out of work many who had been self-supporting but who now needed 
some assistance until the economy improved. The suffering was particu-
larly acute during the depression of1857, when one local paper reported 
that "worthy young men who would gladly earn their own support" had 
nothing to do. Confronting New England's long, bitter winters without 
sufficient resources, they came to the ROP for emergency aid.25 
Yet the majority of those assisted needed more than the short-
term charity the Relief of the Poor was designed to provide. Families 
headed by widows, or chiefly dependent upon a woman for economic 
support, accounted for nearly two-thirds of the RO P's applicants. Their 
lot was not likely to improve significandy come spring because their 
economic problems were not weather-related. Uncertain how to redress 
the chronic poverty of female-headed households, the men of the ROP 
turned to the women ofWorcester, who in 1855 founded the Worcester 
Female Employment Society. 26 
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The history of the Female Employment Society (FES) confirms 
the potential for an ideological link between organized antebellum femi-
nism and local women's reform societies. Of the forty-seven women who 
joined the nonprofit society in the late 1850s, eight, or seventeen per-
cent, also belonged to the Children's Friend Society. More significantly, 
eighty percent of the women had moved from the CFS to the FES; that 
is, they turned from wrestling with the disintegrating effects of poverty 
upon mostly female-headed families to preventing poverty by finding 
women adequate employment. Furthermore, at least some women in 
Worcester viewed the FES as a way to address the economic concerns 
analyzed at the recent rights conventions. Julia T. Harris joined the 
women's rights convention in 1850 and put her beliefs into practice by 
helping to found the FES five years later. In 1857, Ann Buffum Earle 
was simultaneously the Second Directress of the Children's Friend So-
ciety and the president of the Female Employment Society; she was also 
the sister-in-law of the 1850 women's rights convention organizer, Sa-
rah H. Earle. Nor were Ann Earle's ambitions restricted to social re-
form: in 1869, she ran for and won a seat on the Worcester school board, 
and later served as vice-president of a suffrage convention. Julia Harris's 
and Ann Earle's several allegiances highlight the ways in which a shared 
feminist sensibility could undergird a variety of strategies to attack the 
effects of gender inequality in antebellum America.27 
The women of the FES stood on common ground with feminists 
in their analysis of the economic handicaps of antebellum gender roles. 
The men of the Relief of the Poor had bid poor women to get out of the 
house and to find work, but offered no help to make it possible for working 
women to simultaneously care for their children. The women of the 
FES understood the dilemma working mothers faced and argued that 
"the weight of poverty is felt by woman'' because she, unlike a man, could 
not leave the children to "seek employment which will bring their daily 
bread." But in attempting to find a solution that would permit women to 
earn money at home, the FES ran full tilt into the customs that excluded 
women from employment that could provide self-sufficiency. As the futil-
ity of their approach became clear, the women of the FES increasingly 
voiced a feminist critique of antebellum economic and gender relations.28 
Because taking in sewing was a traditional female occupation that 
allowed women to work at home, the women of the FES decided to pay 
poor women to sew garments which the society would sell to the public. 
Private and church donations subsidized the start-up costs, and with the 
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assistance of a hired agent, Persis Davenport, the women of the FES cut 
up and distributed cloth and staffed a downtown store opened with great 
expectations in January 1856. By one measure, the undertaking was an 
immediate success: in the society's first year, one hundred and thirty 
women sewed more than thirteen hundred garments, confirming the 
need for employment that could be combined with child care. Yet by 
another measure, the effort was a dismal failure: by the end of the year, 
the FES had paid its workers a total of slighdy more than four hundred 
dollars, or approximately thirty cents per item. As these figures suggest, 
no woman could depend upon the Female Employment Society for even 
subsistence wages. The society did guarantee immediate payment for 
the work, so it was at least a reliable source of supplemental income, 
offering to some the small comforts of tea or sugar on their tables. Sweet-
ening poor women's tea was not, however, the goal the organizers of the 
FES had set for themselves. Still worse, most working women lacked 
the skills of professional seamstresses and none could compete with the 
new sewing machines. Moved by the eagerness with which women "seize 
the prepared work affording relief" to their families, the FES found it-
self buying garments crafted by women with more tenacity than talent. 
But what else might one expect, the women of the FES asked com-
passionately as they eyed the shoddy quality of many of the garments 
they bought, since "most of this sewing is done by women who have all 
kinds of labor to perform, and, usually, a good deal of it, and who must 
sew at night in rooms not well warmed, and with the least possible light 
(for these rooms are not lighted with gas) and with 'fingers weary and 
worn.'" Due to its policy of guaranteed payment, the FES quickly accu-
mulated a pile of unsold and unwanted "coarse garments," leading it at 
the end of its first year to suggest hopefully that the city's benevolent 
take them off its hands.29 
Newly sobered by the "fearful uncertainty as to what our duties 
are, and how we shall answer them," the FES commenced its second 
year in a thoughtful mood. Telling the poor to work when there were no 
jobs to be had was poindess, the women acknowledged, but they insisted 
that those willing to labor "had a right to demand work, and a fair com-
pensation for it" for "it is not enough to relieve the suffering, we must 
labor to remove the cause." Yet removing the cause of poverty was much 
harder than they had anticipated, even while the demand for relief contin-
ued unabated. By the end of its second year, the FES reported that 159 
women had sewn more than twenty-three hundred garments-"some well, 
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some indifferendy, some badly" -to earn six hundred dollars, or an aver-
age of twenty-five cents per item. Cognizant of just how paltry such wages 
were, the women of the FES were troubled by their inability to provide 
working women with decent compensation. They recalled how "In one 
instance, last winter, a woman was found to have lived solely on the earn-
ings of the sewing given her by your society-and, as this was at a time of 
great pressure [i.e., economic depression], it had been very litde; your agent 
computed it to be about thirty-seven cents a week, for seven weeks." 
The whole point of their organization was to insure that "no woman, 
here and now, should plead in vain for work to gain a livelihood," yet 
within a year the women of the FES had learned how few were the 
options available to working women. Frustrated because so many women 
lacked marketable skills, and because so many occupations providing a 
competence were closed to them in any event, the women of the FES 
decided to emphasize fancy sewing, hoping it would be more remunera-
tive than plain sewing. In the meantime, they spent hours trying to teach 
the rudiments of plain sewing to women whose long-term economic 
prospects, they had come to realize, were decidedly bleak. 30 
The poverty of their peers led the women of the FES to extend their 
analysis of women's economic handicaps to their own, more privileged 
class. They reported uneasily to the Worcester public that while there were 
indeed those who were poor because they were lazy, it was their experi-
ence that "an ever-increasing class" of the poor consisted of "women, whose 
husbands are shifdess, intemperate or unfortunate-widows with chil-
dren to provide for-young girls in delicate health-refined women, nur-
tured in competence, perhaps wealth, and deprived of it, who have no 
resource but their needle." Women, in other words, such as themselves. 
Indeed, the managers of the FES made numerous comparisons between 
themselves and their clients, revealing their awareness of how litde sepa-
rated them from their poorer contemporaries. In one breath they told of 
a woman whose family subsisted entirely on cornmeal, while in the next 
they noted that "We ... fare sumptuously every day." And, perhaps un-
consciously projecting their deepest fears of falling into poverty and out 
of respectability, they suggested that by assisting poor women, women 
of their own class "may have saved some from the degradation, perhaps 
infamy, into which the temptation of poverty hurries many, whose own 
souls cry out against the desecration." The psychological connection with 
poor women was further highlighted by the FES fairs, through which 
privileged women's sewing subsidized poor women's sewing.31 
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Abby Kelley Foster had exhorted feminists at the 1851 women's 
rights convention to "inculcate upon our daughters, that they should be 
able to provide for the wants of a family .... That is the duty we owe our 
daughters to-day; that is the duty each one owes to herself to-day."The 
problems the women of the FES were encountering, and their under-
standing of the tenuous economic position of women of their own class, 
lent Foster's words particular credence and the women of the FES soon 
were expressing similar sentiments. Educate your daughters, they warned 
Worcester's parents-and each other-not to make them better wives 
and mothers but to give them a skill "instrumental in gaining a liveli-
hood." In America's developing economy "fortunes are as easily won 
and lost," the women of the FES conceded, and they advised all women 
to master "some one thing" to arm themselves against becoming "that 
most pitiable of all human beings, a helpless dependent upon the boun-
ties of others." Well tutored in the realities of poverty and economic 
discrimination, the women of the FES explicitly rejected feminine pas-
sivity in favor of feminine activity. Indeed, helplessness and dependency--
two of the central tenets of the alleged "cult of true womanhood"-were 
neither attractive nor desirable in the face of economic need, they stated 
bluntly. Rather, dependency was an affront to "the talents God has given 
[woman], or the acquirements she has attained. "To their minds, a woman 
had a God-given right and duty to protect herself by cultivating herself 
for hersel£ 32 
The organizers of the FES therefore spoke out for economic equality 
and economic opportunity for all women. Woman's sphere "oflabor and 
usefulness is gradually enlarging," they noted approvingly, once more 
echoing the ideas and the rhetoric of the recent women's rights conven-
tions. They, too, expressed confidence that "honor and honesty" would 
shortly force American society to embrace a philosophy of equal pay for 
equal work, for "when [a woman] does a specified work as well, or better, 
through her quicker perceptions and more delicate sensibilities, than the 
other sex," she deserved "an equal compensation." Labor is "an ordi-
nance of God," they insisted, for women as well as for men. The dictates 
of a just God and a just economy thus commanded that women's work 
merit its full market value.33 
Working women in antebellum Worcester did not, of course, receive a 
fair day's wage for a fair day's work, and the FES's strategy of supporting 
women through hand sewing proved to be outmoded before it had even 
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begun. If, during its brief tenure, antebellum Worcester's Female Em-
ployment Society failed to find a solution to the problem of gendered 
unemployment and economic exploitation in their city, or to effect ad-
equate compensation for working women, its members did at least edu-
cate themselves on the nature of American women's economic problems 
at mid-century. In this endeavor, they joined common cause with the 
Worcester's Children's Friend Society and the spirit of antebellum femi-
nism. On the eve of the Civil War, the organized women of Worcester 
had accepted the analysis of, and reached the same conclusions as, the 
organized feminist movement. 
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Conclusion 
The Civil War changed Worcester forever. A booming wartime economy 
drew thousands of eager workers and, by 1870, Worcester was a major 
manufacturing center and the second-largest city in Massachusetts. By 
1880, Worcester ranked twenty-eighth in the nation. The mature indus-
trial city of the late nineteenth century was a distant cousin of the pre-
war city, sharing a vague resemblance but with markedly different 
temperaments. Whereas antebellum Worcesterites described their city 
metaphorically as the "Heart of the Commonwealth," the postbellum 
generation embraced the less lyrical "City of Diversified Industries."1 
The years of bloody internecine warfare, the unleashing of ram-
pant greed and materialism, and the onslaught of new scientific theories 
such as Darwinian evolution, led, in the words of one scholar, to the 
"twilight of humanitarianism'' in Gilded Age America, and pessimism 
characterized the efforts of the postbellum reformers.2 In comparison, a 
hopeful, inclusive, democratic humanitarianism was the touchstone of 
the disparate women's organizations of antebellum Worcester. Whether 
as members of a church or of a sewing circle, mothering their own broods 
or the children of others, concerned with their own situations or the 
fortunes of others, the women of the antebellum city shared a more gen-
eral ambition to improve, even to perfect, an increasingly fractious Ameri-
can society, and were especially committed to expanding their own social 
and political roles. 
At least two generations of academic historians have convincingly 
demonstrated the richness of the history of women and of a related cat-
egory, the history of gender. Yet there remains considerable disagree-
ment as to the character or boundaries of past women's many social roles. 
Pathbreaking analyses in the late 1960s and early 1970s described the 
creation in the early nineteenth century of new and more separate gen-
der spheres. A separate spheres ideology, it was argued, exalted some 
aspects of women's social roles and contributed to the development of a 
sense of"sisterhood" that could, and sometimes did, cross boundaries of 
race, ethnicity, religion, and class. At the same time, however, separate 
spheres bound women more tighdy to the ideals of dependency and 
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domesticity. Thus, to be a woman in antebellum America meant to live 
one's life within artificial restraints, and even the most privileged could 
expect to incur the disdain of society should they dare to venture beyond 
their sphere. 
These early works triggered an avalanche of interest in American 
women's history and a second generation of scholars began to put the 
separate spheres ideology to the test. Without denying the limits of gender 
roles, many of these studies pointed out that women, like men, had other 
social identities and loyalties. Working-class, African American, and 
immigrant women and men, for example, developed their own stan-
dards of femininity and masculinity which blurred or even rejected the 
separation of spheres. If separate spheres existed anywhere, it seemed, it 
was in the antebellum white, native-born, middle class. Yet even here, 
historians argued, the need to assert one's place in a rapidly changing 
world meant that women might have more in common with the men of 
their class than with the women of their larger community. Ironically, 
the ideology of separate gender spheres thus functioned not as a bridge 
across the classes but as a bridge across the spheres, uniting men and 
women in defense of their shared interests. Scholarly discussion of the 
potentially radical implications of cross-class gender solidarity, along 
with interest in the antebellum feminist movement, has consequently 
faded. 
This study has drawn different conclusions. It does not deny the 
strength of abstract gender ideologies to shape lives and to influence 
individual choices. But it does deny their unbridled effects. Women and 
men spent their lives in the concrete present, their daily reality condi-
tioned as much by the pedestrian details and demands of family and 
community as by grander social forces, and this had special meaning for 
women. Being unilaterally barred from formal positions of power was a 
clear disadvantage, but less so in the early nineteenth century than it 
would be for later generations because "the state" was still in its infancy. 
Far more influential over nineteenth-century lives were local power struc-
tures. But here disenfranchised women were able to exert themselves 
and enforce their will upon a rapidly changing community. Antebellum 
Worcester, for example, was a city where people still knew each other, 
and informal face-to-face encounters remained the norm. Unlike the 
increasingly impersonal urban behemoths of New York City, Boston, or 
Philadelphia, Worcester was like other antebellum cities: small, com-
pact, and surprisingly intimate. In such an environment, social bound-
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aries were neither rigid nor restricted and there was yet considerable 
room to maneuver. 
And maneuver they did. An in-depth investigation of this antebel-
lum city puts women in their proper historical place, namely, at center 
stage in community productions. In an age of religious awakening and 
church formation, women in Worcester composed the majority of church 
members and fought to institute their beliefs. In an age of market revo-
lution and class formation, women in Worcester experienced consider-
able economic instability. This forced them to recognize that their current 
reality and future prospects hinged upon their gender, for the simple 
reason that while a woman's class status could change abrupdy, her gen-
der status changed more slowly. In an age of an expansive political cul-
ture, disenfranchised women in Worcester insisted upon being heard, 
and their seemingly "private" organizations, such as sewing circles, served 
an expressly "public" and political function. In an age of geographic 
mobility, family dissolution and reformation, and increasing poverty, 
women in Worcester built upon a tradition of benevolence to offer in-
novative social services to meet new social problems. Finally, in an age of 
seemingly endless change, women in Worcester combined reform with 
feminism so as to take advantage of the manifesdy "upward tending spirit 
of the age," with the hope of tending to their own issues and concerns. 
Such efforts were not always successful; indeed, they often were 
not very well defined nor their implications well understood. A melange 
of gender, class, and idiosyncratic experiences and loyalties, women's so-
cial activism in antebellum Worcester was nonlinear, multifaceted and 
constandy evolving. Like the varying images of a kaleidoscope, it repre-
sented no single viewpoint or meaning. Their goals and tactics do illus-
trate that many women, conventional and feminist alike, continually dealt 
themselves into the game of community politics and sought to draft 
new, more equitable rules. As echoed by Worcester jeweller Joseph 
Boyden, whose exasperated comment introduced this study, gender pre-
scription was not social description, and "the mother at home" often 
wasn't. The organized activities of the middle-class women of Worces-
ter, Massachusetts, reveal that in antebellum America the barriers sepa-
rating women and men, the secular and the sacred, public and private, 
work and domesticity, were as porous in fact as they were often pro-
nounced in fiction. 
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Appendix 
Statistical Data 
1 Age at Joining ofCFS Members 
N = 36 (50% ofTotal) 
Years % N 
21-29 8 3 
3D-39 30 11 
4D-49 47 17 
50+ 14 5 
2 Place ofBirth ofCFS Members 
N = 61 (84% ofTotal) 
Place % N 
Worcester 36 22 
Worcester County 13 8 
Other Massachusetts 18 11 
Total Massachusetts 67 41 
Other New England 15 2 
Total New England 81 50 
Other: 
New York 1.6 1 
Pennsylvania 1.6 1 
.Ohio 1.6 1 
Unknown 14 12 
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3 Family Occupations ofCFS Members 
N = 73 (100% ofTotal) 
Occupation % N 
Merchant 29 21 
Artisan/Skilled Labor 15 18 
Manufacturer 16 12 
White Collar/Professional 14 10 
Farmer 4 3 
Widowed 12 9 
Single 11 8 
Boarding House 1 1 
4 Assessed Valuation ofCFS Members, 1846 
N =54 (74% ofTotal) 
Value of Property 


















5 Residential Mobility of CFS Members, 1848-1860 
N = 67 (92% ofTotal) 
#Moves % N 
1 15 10 
2 30 20 
3 16 11 
4 22 15 
5 7 5 
6 4 3 
7 3 2 
8 1 1 
6 Age Distribution of CFS Children 
N = 45 (22% ofTotal) 
Age in Years 


















7 Sex of CFS Children 






8 Religious Affiliation ofCFS Members 
N = 43 (67% ofTotal) 
Affiliation % N 
Congregational 36.7 18 
Unitarian 20.4 10 
Baptist 16.3 8 
Friends 8 4 
Methodist 6 3 
Episcopal 6 3 
Universalist 2 1 
2nd Adventist 2 1 
Free Church 2 1 
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9 Sources of CFS Children 
N = 95 (46.5% ofTotal) 
Source % N 
Mother 61 65 
Father 21 22 
Overseers of Poor 4 4 
Grandparent 3 3 
Clergyman 2 2 
Sibling 1 1 
Police 1 1 
CFSManager 1 1 
Other 1 1 
Notes 
INTRODUCTION 
1. The literature on separate spheres and domesticity is voluminous; see, for 
example, Barbara Welter, "The Cult ofT rue Womanhood: 182Q-1860," Ameri-
can Quarterly 18 (summer 1966): 151-74; Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds ofWoman-
hood: Woman's Sphere in New England, 178~ 1835 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1977); Nancy F. Cott, "Passionlessness: An Interpretation of Victorian 
Sexual ideology, 179Q-1850," Signs 3 (fall1975): 15-29; Ann Douglas, The 
Feminization of American Culture (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977); Barbara 
L. Epstein, The Politics of Domesticity: Women, Evangelism, and Temperance in 
Nineteenth-Century America (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 
1981). 
In his massive The Market Revolution:]acksonianAmerica, 1815-1846 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), Charles Sellers argues that middle-class 
women were "market-dislocated" and "relegated to the reproductive roles-un-
compensated and altruistic" where they were "religious avatars of embattled 
altruism" (pp. 205, 226, 227). Pushed to the margins of productive economic 
life, women fought a losing battle against the (male) egotism of the market. 
Despite attempts at holding the antinomian line through their benevolent or-
ganizations, Sellers states, women eventually "meekly" allowed themselves to be 
eclipsed both by men and by the market (231). For a different perspective on 
women's relation to the market, see Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: House-
work, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1990). 
2. Three examples from work not directly concerned with domesticity sug-
gest the pervasiveness of the separate spheres paradigm. A study ofinfant death 
rates characterizes the middle-class household as "secluded," where women were 
"alone at home with children," left to deal with their "private agonies" in "their 
increasingly separate sphere at home." Nancy Schrom Dye and Daniel Blake 
Smith, "Mother Love and Infant Death, 175Q-1920," journal of American His-
tory 73 (September 1986): 329-53, especially 339, 345. Similarly, Rowland 
Berthoff argues that "the walls of the modern household had closed tightly 
around the respectable middle-class wife" in "Conventional Mentality: Free 
Blacks, Women, and Business Corporations as Unequal Persons, 182Q-1870," 
Journal of American History 76 (December 1989): 753-84, quotation from p. 
773. Finally, Michael Grossberg refers repeatedly to "the newly isolated home," 
190 Notes to Pages 3-5 
the "worldly male and homebound woman," and "the rigid segregation of worldly 
males and home-bound females" in his study of nineteenth-century law, Gov-
erning the Hearth: Law and Family in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 7, 9, 300. 
Other studies, especially those dealing with politics, ignore women alto-. 
gether. In an otherwise thoughtful and thorough study of Worcester county, 
The Heart of the Commonwealth: Society and Political Culture in Worcester County, 
Massachusetts, 1713-1861 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989),John 
L. Brooke largely omits any discussion of women's activities even though the 
concept of political culture might seem to include women's activism. 
3. Cott, Bonds ofWomanhood; Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, "The Female World 
of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in Nineteenth-Century 
America," Signs 1 {autumn 1975): 1-30; Keith E. Melder, The Beginnings of 
Sisterhood: The American Womens Rights Movement, 180G-1850 (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1967); Barbara Berg, The Remembered Gate: Origim of Ameri-
can Feminism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978); Mary P. Ryan, Cradle 
of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 179o-1865 (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 217; Nancy A. Hewitt, Womens Ac-
tivism and Social Change: Rochester, New York, 1822-1827 (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1984), 22-23,219-23; Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women ofPetersburg: 
Status and Culture inA Southern Town, 1784-1860 (New York: Norton, 1984), 
224-36. 
4. For women and politics see, for example, Mary P. Ryan, Women in Public: 
Between Banners and Ballots, 1825-1880 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1990); Elizabeth R. Varon, We Mean to Be Counted: White Women and 
Politics in Antebellum Virginia (Chapel Hill: University ofNorth Carolina Press, 
1998); Norma Basch, "Marriage, Morals, and Politics in the Election of1828," 
journal of American History 80 (December 1993): 890-918; Ronald J. Zboray 
and Mary Saracino Zboray, "Whig Women, Politics, and Culture in the Cam-
paign of 1840: Three Perspectives from Massachusetts," journal of the Early 
Republic 17 {summer 1997): 277-315; Rebecca Edwards, Angels in the Machin-
ery: Gender in American Party Politics from the Civil War to the Progressive Era 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). For women and national reform 
movements, see, for example, Lori D. Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevo-
lence: Morality, Politics, and Class in the Nineteenth-Century United States (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990); Ellen DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage: The 
Emergence of an Independent Womens Movement in America, 1848-1869 (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1978); Sylvia D. Hoffert, When Hens Crow: The Womans 
Rights Movement in Antebellum America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1995); Suzanne Marilley, Woman Suffrage and the Origins of Liberal Feminism in 
the United States, 182G-1920 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1996 );Judith Wellman, "The Seneca Falls Women's Rights Convention: A Study 
of Social Networks," Journal ofWomens History 3 (spring 1991): 9-37. 
5. A recent study of women in New England seaport communities con-
cludes that historians have overstated women's agency, which "lets patriarchy 
off the hook." Elaine Forman Crane, Ebb Tide in New England: Women, Sea-
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ports, and Social Change, 163D-1800 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 
1998), quote from p. 3. I do not share this perspective. Similarly, recent studies 
of rural women have emphasized that separate spheres was an urban phenom-
enon and that rural communities and small towns did not operate this way; see 
Karen V. Hansen, A Very Social Time: Crafting Community in Antebellum New 
England (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994) and Nancy Gray 
Osterud, Bonds of Community: The Lives of Farm Women in Nineteenth-Century 
New York (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991). My study suggests that if 
separate spheres existed anywhere, it was in the major urban centers, not small 
urban centers. 
1. KEEPING THE FAITH 
1. Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury (Worcester) to Stephen Salisbury I (Bos-
ton), April 7, 1818, Salisbury Family Papers, box 18, folder 3, Manuscript Col-
lection, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, Massachusetts (hereafter cited 
AAS); Susan M. Meyer, The Salisbury Family Mansion: A Plan for Furnishings 
(Worcester, Mass.: Worcester Historical Museum, 1986). 
2. Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury (Worcester) to Stephen Salisbury I (Bos-
ton), April 7, 1818; Salisbury Family Papers, box 18, folder 3. 
3. Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury (Worcester) to Stephen Salisbury (Bos-
ton), April 7, 1818, Salisbury Family Papers, box 18, folder 3; see also entry for 
April6, 1818, .in Diary of Isaiah Thomas (Worcester, Mass.: American Anti-
quarian Society, 1909), 1:383. 
The raid on his foliage was a personal affront to Daniel Waldo, a patron of 
the Massachusetts Agricultural Society, an early promoter of the Worcester Ag-
ricultural Society, and a supporter of local cemetery beautification. See the let-
ter from J .N. Lorrell of the Massachusetts Agricultural Society to Daniel Waldo, 
February 2, 1818, Waldo Family Papers,box 2, folder 3, Manuscript Collection, 
AAS; William Lincoln, History of Worcester, Massachusetts (Worcester, Mass.: 
Moses D. Phillips & Co., 1837), 325-26; Levi Lincoln's Memorial to Daniel 
Waldo, July 9, 1845, Waldo Family Papers, box 2, folder 5. Waldo, an ardent 
Federalist, was elected to the Massachusetts State Senate in 1816 and served 
three consecutive one-year terms. According to the family, he declined renomi-
nation in 1819. Less sympathetic sources insisted Waldo knew he would not be 
renominated. Lincoln Memorial, Waldo Family Papers; Worcester National Aegis, 
March 10, 1819; April8, 1818; Worcester Spy, April8, 1818. 
4. Elizabeth Tuckerman Salisbury to the First Church, undated but Janu-
ary, 1819, in Origin & Progress of the Late Difficulties in the First Church in Worces-
ter, Mass. (Worcester, Mass.: Manning and Trumbull, 1820), hereafter cited as 
Origin. Written by Charles Goodrich, Origin recounted the First Church's ver-
sion of events. 
The history of the Worcester schism occurs at the intersection of scholarly 
debates over the feminization and democratization of American religion. The 
"feminization'' of Protestantism has become virtually axiomatic among schol-
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ars, who argue that in the era of the Second Great Awakening women were so 
numerous and so active that they made the churches more reflective of, and 
responsive to, their needs and interests. See, for example, Barbara Welter, "The 
Feminization of Religion in Nineteenth-Century America," in Mary Hartman 
and Lois Banner, eds., Clio's Consciousness Raised: New Perspectives on the History 
ofWomen (New York: HarperTorchbooks, 1973), 137-57; Nancy F. Cott, "Young 
Women in the Second Great Awakening in New England," Feminist Studies 3 
(fall1975): 15-29; Cott, Bonds ofWomanhood; Lonna M. Malmsheimer, "Daugh-
ters of Zion: New England Roots of American Feminism," New England Quar-
terly 50 (September 1977): 484-504; Richard D. Shiels, "The Feminization of 
American Congregationalism, 173G-1835 ,"American Quarterly 33 (spring 1981): 
46-62; Mary P. Ryan, "A Woman's Awakening: Evangelical Religion and the 
Families ofUtica, New York, 180G-1840," American Quarterly 30 (winter 1978): 
602-23; Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class, 83-104 and appendix C, 257; Harry S. 
Stout and Catherine A. Brekus, "Declension, Gender, and the 'New Religious 
History,'" in Philip R. VanderMeer and Robert P. Swierenga, eds., Belief and 
Behavior: Essays in New Religious History (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 1991), 15-37. At the same time, historians of religion have characterized 
the early nineteenth century as one of church democratization; see Sydney E. 
Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1972), 387-509; Nathan 0. Hatch, The Democratization of American 
Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). 
Recendy, historians of women have pointed to the limited nature of femi-
nization and the gendered character of democratization. A study of missionar-
ies suggests that, in the case of orthodox Calvinists, the Second Great Awakening 
was "less empowering for women [than] has generally been represented." See 
Genevieve McCoy, "The Women of the ABCFM Oregon Mission and the 
Conflicted Language of Calvinism," Church History 64 (March 1995): 62-82; 
quotation from p. 64. Other work asserts that it was primarily within marginal 
or dissenting religions, such as Shakerism, that women exercised institutional 
power. However, a study of Baptist churches found that becoming mainstream 
meant embracing patriarchalism and hierarchical relations. Spiritual equality, 
this historian notes, was a weak foundation for social equality; Susan Juster, 
Disorderly Women: Sexual Politics and Evangelicalism in Revolutionary New En-
gland (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 12. Catherine A. Brekus also 
finds that the establishment of formerly dissenting churches sparked pressure 
to limit women's leadership and autonomy, in "'Let Your Women Keep Silence 
in the Churches': Female Preaching and Evangelical Religion in America, 17 4o-
1845" (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1993). See also the collection of essays in 
Catherine Wessinger, ed., Women's Leadership in Marginal Religions: Explora-
tions Outside the Mainstream (Urbana: University oflllinois Press, 1993). 
The case for feminization has largely relied upon women's numerical domi-
nance in the churches and upon the assumption that the emotionalism of the 
Second Great Awakening was evidence of feminization. The first contention 
was true as early as the seventeenth century, when no such conclusion of femi-
nization is asserted, although Lonna Malmsheimer points to its long-term con-
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sequences in "Daughters of Zion," 484-87; see also Cott, Bonds ofWomanhood, 
126. The second contention is also dubious, since the emotionalism of the re-
vivals appealed to men as well as to women; indeed, the "new measures" of 
Charles Grandison Finney were expressly intended to remind men (and women) 
of the necessity of setting aside earthly cares for spiritual concerns; see Charles 
Grandison Finney, "Measure to Promote Revivals," in William G. McLoughlin, 
ed., Lectures on Revivals of Religion by Charles Grandison Finney (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1960), 25D-76. 
Taken together, these studies argue that the feminization of religion in the 
early nineteenth century was more numerical than substantial, and that the 
benefits of the democratization of churches were largely reserved for the men. 
However, the events in Worcester illustrate the ways the forces of feminization 
and democratization could come together. In contrast to dissenting denomina-
tions, the First Church confronted disestablishment from the other side of the 
fence; it was the established church, now forced to make the case for a peculiar 
claim upon its members. Orthodox Congregational women were thus faced 
with novel opportunities to assert themselves. 
5. In the early nineteenth century, conflicts between ministers and their 
congregations were so common that they earned the sobriquet "difficulties;" see 
also John]. Navin, "The Spirit of Reform in Hopkinton, 1829-1849," Histori-
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(Worcester, Mass.: Edward R. Fiske, 1863), 12. In the 1790s, Worcester's First 
Church, which had long endorsed the Halfway Covenant, agreed to renounce it 
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13. Remarks, 9 (emphasis in original). The origin of this accusation is sug-
gested in Goodrich's introduction to a book by a sixteenth-century English 
dissenter, in which Goodrich criticized Calvin's rule of Geneva. Calvin's "rude 
and fierce soldiery" against "popery," Goodrich asserted, led him to abolish "many 
most useful laws and practices ... merely on account of their adoption by the 
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thy, and the Culture of Individual Rights in Antebellum America," journal of 
American History 82 (September 1995): 463-93; Ronald P. Formisano, The Trans-
formation of Political Culture: Massachusetts Parties, 179Q-1840 (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1983); Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The 
Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1995), 114. For Nativism in Worcester, see Tyler Anbinder, Nativism 
and Slavery: The Northern Know Nothings and the Politics of the 1850s (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), especially 2o-51; Brooke, Heart of the Com-
monwealth, 383-88. 
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57. CMSC, October 10, 1854; October 24, 1854; see also Jeffrey, Frontier 
Women, 34-35. 
58. CMSC, December 10, 1841; CCR octavo vols. "W," vol. 8, April27, 
1842, and May 9, 1842. In 1853, the Palladium noted, "Our citizens are lecture-
crazy," November 23, 1853; Linda Blackman and Kim Etheridge, "The Worcester 
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1861," 94-112, unpublished manuscript, Interactive QualifYing Project, Worces-
ter Polytechnic Institute, 1985, Worcester Collection, AAS; Edward P. Kimball, 
Brinley Hall Album and Post 10 Sketch Book (Worcester, Mass.: F.S. Blanchard, 
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that this was especially true for evangelicals; "'The Sacred Rights of the Weak,"' 
478-82. 
59. CMSC,January 11, 1850;January 15, 1855; September 9, 1856 (em-
phasis in original); David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis, 1848-1861 (New 
York: HarperTorchbooks, 1976), 199-200. 
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Book, 1839-1857, Manuscript Collection, Worcester Historical Museum, 
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tution, the treasurer's accounts, and membership lists for 1839-1841, 1847-
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seum. Even the extant membership lists are incomplete; the 1849 list, for ex-
ample, includes only four names. It is therefore possible that the Hemenways 
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62. Spy,April5, 1848; seealsoApril17, 1848;April26, 1848;May3, 1848. 
The ad also was signed by women outside of the city, as well as by several from 
Worcester who do not appear to have been members of the WASSC. 
63. Palladium, April26, 1848. Editor John S.C. Knowlton was fond of the 
phrase "Negrophilism" and hurled it at Martin Van Buren later that year; Palla-
dium, September 6, 1848. 
64. Stanton, History of Woman Suffrage, 1:256-57. 
65. Sixteen WASSC members formally joined the Women's Rights Con-
vention in 1850 and it is likely that still more attended. Not only are WASSC 
membership rosters missing for several years but the convention membership 
list included only those who formally joined, which represented about one in 
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Ann B. Earle, Mary Hadwen, Rebecca Goddard, Sarah A. Brown, and Mary 
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to membership in the Female Employment Society. 
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Circle Record Book, Worcester Historical Museum. "A.K. Foster" appears for 
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1865, box 5, folder 3, Worcester Collection, AAS; Soldiers' Relief Society 
Records, Manuscript Boxes "W" and octavo vols. "W," Manuscript Collection, 
AAS. For the sewing circles, see especially octavo vols. "W," vol. 1; for local 
fairs, see Sarah Theophilus Brown, ed., Letters ofMartha LeBaron Goddard, With 
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see Homer Folks, The Care of Destitute, Neglected, and Delinquent Children (Al-
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dangered Children: Dependency, Neglect, and Abuse in American History (New York: 
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One Chicago Orphanage and the Tangle of Child We/fore (Chicago: University of 
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1818-1990 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994); Peter C. Holloran, 
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therford: Fairleigh-Dickinson University Press, 1989); Michael Katz, The Un-
deserving Poor: From the War on Poverty to the War on We/fore (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1989); Carol S. Lasser, "A 'Pleasingly Oppressive' Burden: 
The Transformation of Domestic Service and Female Charity in Salem, 1800-
1840," Essex Institute Historical Collections 116 (July 1980): 156-75; Kathleen 
D. McCarthy, Noblesse Oblige: Charity and Cultural Philanthropy in Chicago, 1849-
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1929 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Susan Lynne Porter, "The 
Benevolent Asylum-Image and Reality: The Care and Training of Female 
Orphans in Boston" (Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1984); Susan L. Porter, 
"Victorian Values in the Marketplace: Single Women and Work in Boston, 
180o-1850," in Susan L. Porter, ed., Women of the Commonwealth: Work, Family, 
and Social Change in Nineteenth-Century Massachusetts (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1994): 17-41; David}. Rothman, TheDiscoveryoftheAsy-
lum: Social Order and Disorder in the New Republic, rev. ed. (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1990); Eric C. Schneider, In the Web of Class: Delinquents and 
Reformersin Boston, 1810s-1930s (New York: New York University Press, 1992); 
Peter L. Tyor and Jamil Zainaldin, "Asylum and Society: An Approach to In-
dustrial Change," Journal of Social History 13 (fall1979): 23-48. For a contem-
porary account of the problems of poor, orphaned, and abandoned children in 
New York City, see Charles Loring Brace, The Dangerous Classes ofNew York, & 
Twenty Years' Work Among Them (New York: Wynkoop and Hallenbeck, 1872). 
For analysis of the social control thesis, see Clarke A. Chambers, "Toward 
a Redefinition ofWelfare History," journal of American History 73 (September 
1986): 407-33; E. Wayne Carp, "Two Cheers for Orphanages," Reviews inAmeri-
can History 24 (spring 1996): 277-84. For the emphasis on class, see Schneider, 
In the Web of Class, 1 n. 1. Lori D. Ginzberg argues that gender was formative 
for antebellum reformers while class became dominant in the postbellum era in 
Women and the Work of Benevolence. 
4. Scholars have noted women's role in the anti-institutional approach to 
childsaving but have not analyzed this development in terms of gender. Eric C. 
Schneider, for example, describes how the "ladies" of the postbellum Boston 
Children's Aid Society moved "boldly" to arrange placement for children in the 
face of male opposition but does not explain why; In the Web of Class, 68. Simi-
larly, Timothy Hacsi argues that "most Protestant orphan asylums were founded 
by the type of women [Nancy] Hewitt calls benevolent" for whom "religion was 
important, often central," but does not otherwise analyze gender; Timothy A. 
Hacsi, "'A Plain and Solemn Duty': A History of Orphan Asylums in America," 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1993), 56. See also Hewitt, Womens 
Activism; Lasser, "A 'Pleasingly Oppressive' Burden;" Lebsock, Free Women of 
Petersburg; Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class; Porter, "The Benevolent Asylum;" 
Schneider, In the Web of Class; Holloran, Boston$ Wayward Children. 
5. For Charles Loring Brace, see Marilyn Irvin Holt, The Orphan Trains: 
Placing Out in America (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1992); Stansell, 
City of Women, 198-216; Ashby, Endangered Children, 35-53; Thomas Bender, 
Toward An Urban Vision: Ideas and Institutions in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1975), 131-35. For the Boston 
Children's Mission see Holloran, Boston$ Wayward Children, 42-49. 
Not until1882 did Massachusetts authorize boarding children in foster 
families, 152; Boston did not board children until1889; Folks, Care ofDestitute, 
Neglected, and Delinquent Children, 154-55. For a more recent history, see Ashby, 
Endangered Children. · 
6. For the significance of a matemalist ideology in connecting women to 
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the larger polity, see Katherine A. Lynch, "The Family and the History of Pub-
lic Life," journal of Interdisciplinary History 24 (spring 1994): 665-84, especially 
676-79. 
7. In 1852, there were approximately 10,000 vagrant children in New York 
City; Henry W. Thurston, The Dependent Child: A Story of Changing Aims and 
Methods in the Care ofDependent Children (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1930), 97. 
8. Charles Loring Brace, The Best Method of Disposing of Our Pauper and 
Vagrant Children (New York: Wynkoop, Hallenbeck and Tomas, 1859), 4, 11, 
4-6 (emphasis in original). 
9. The reports of the New York Children's Aid Society are available as 
Annual Reports of the Children's Aid Society, Nos.1-10, February 1854-February 
1863 (reprint, New York: Arno Press, 1971). Brace was the society's founder, 
secretary, and author of the reports; CAS, Sixth Annual Report, 9 (emphasis in 
original); First Annual Report, 3; Fourth Annual Report, 11. The NYCAS at-
tracted support from across the nation, including from Worcester; Second An-
nual Report, 54, 58. 
10. CAS, First Annual Report, 8; Brace, Best Method, 13. Brace had numer-
ous sources for children, including agents paid to find parents willing to send 
their children to what the CAS assured them would be better homes in the 
West. CAS, First Annual Report, 8; Stansell, City ofWomen, 21D-12; CAS, Third 
Annual Report, 21; Fifth Annual Report, 13; Thurston, Dependent Child, 121; 
CAS, Third Annual Report, 8; Fifth Annual Report, 7; Seventh Annual Report, 28; 
First Annual Report, 4; Second Annual Report, 11-12. Christine Stansell ques-
tions Brace's statistics, suggesting that "where orphans were lacking, [the CAS] 
manufactured them;" City of Women, 210. 
11. Brace, Best Method, 13; CAS, Third Annual Report, 9; Fifth Annual Re-
port, 16; SecondAnnual Report, 15; Fourth Annual Report, 10; Seventh Annual 
Report, 8; Fifth Annual Report, 15, 63. Brace was not as interested in the prob-
lems of vagrant and homeless girls. While the CAS built a home for newsboys, 
it left the care and training of girls to unfunded women volunteers; CAS, Fifth 
Annual Report, 17. Brace offered no data to support his claim that girls were 
especially troublesome. 
12. Brace, Best Method, 14; CAS, Third Annual Report, 10, 21; Fifth Annual 
Report, 13. For attitudes toward indentures, see Ashby, Endangered Children, 6-
16, and for the CAS's lack of oversight, 5D-51. Stephen B. Presser characterizes 
Brace's approach as "a rather radical departure" that contributed to the evolu-
tion of adoption law, and credits Brace with inspiring an 1873 New York adop-
tion law. Presser offers insight into the development of adoption law but does 
not question Brace's views, in "The Historical Background of the American 
Law of Adoption," journal of Family Law 11 (1971): 443-516. 
13. CAS, Sixth Annual Report, 10; Brace, Best Method. In 1852, Brace noted 
that 25 percent of New York City's criminals were under the age of twenty-one; 
First Annual Report, 5; see also Holt, Orphan Trains. 
14. Brace, Best Method, 14-15. 
15. Ibid., 22; appendix, letter from "J.L.," Newton, New Jersey, December 
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14, 1859;letterfrom "G.D.,"Hudson,Ohio,June29, 1859;letterfrom "M.P.H.," 
Warren, Ohio, December 1, 1859; see also Holt, Orphan Trains, 94-96. 
16. Brace, Best Method, appendix, letter from the "Rev. Edward T.," 
Kalamazoo, Michigan, December 9, 1859 (emphasis in original); appendix, let-
ter from "W.W.," Hiram, Ohio, 1859. 
17. Brace, Best Method, appendix, letter from "J.R.B.," Hudson, Ohio, No-
vember 25, 1859; CAS, Fourth Annual &port, 9; Ashby, Endangered Children, 
5o-51. 
18. For Brace in Worcester, see Central Church Records, octavo vols. "W," 
vol. 24, September 9, 1856, Manuscript Collection, AAS; Blackman and 
Etheridge, "The Worcester County Mechanics Association," 100; CFS, Article 
2, Constitution of the Children's Friend Society, Appeal to the Public (Worcester, 
Mass.: n.p., 1849), 5. 
On May 3, 1848, the Spy reported that an infant had been literally left on a 
doorstep. There is no evidence, however, that this was anything but highly un-
usual. The editor's comment that "We are falling into city habits very readily" 
(emphasis in original) testified to a perception that particular kinds of troubles, 
such as child abandonment, accompanied urbanization. 
Several studies of women and social reform discuss orphan asylums but 
none in depth; see Mary P. Ryan's analysis of the Utica Orphan Asylum in 
Cradle of the Middle Class, 186-229; Nancy A. Hewitt discusses the Rochester 
Orphan Asylum in Women's Activism and Social Change, 88-90,94-95,99,114-
115,145-145,175,183, 194-195,20Q-204,22Q-21; Suzanne Lebsockdescribes 
the Petersburg orphan asylum in Free Women ofPetersburg, 195-236. Susan Lynne 
Porter, in her analysis of the Boston Female Asylum, raises similar issues to 
those addressed here and argues that women's experience of dependency made 
it more difficult for them to view poor children and their families as deviant. 
Porter describes the ideology of the founders of the BFA as "benevolent mater-
nalism;" Porter, "The Benevolent Asylum;" see also Porter, "Victorian Values in 
the Marketplace." CarolS. Lasser analyzes the Salem Female Charitable Soci-
ety in "A 'Pleasingly Oppressive' Burden." Christine Stansell points out that the 
men and women of New York City's Children's Aid Society had different no-
tions of how to resolve the problems of their city. CAS founder Charles Loring 
Brace and his salaried male assistants supported draining the dangerous de-
ments out of the city; the unpaid women sought to strengthen working-class 
domestic life "to abolish class conflicts," Stansell, City of Women, 210, 214; see 
also Rothman, Discovery of the Asylum, 206-36; Holloran, Boston's Wayward 
Children, 248, 251; Schneider, In the Web of Class, 11-14,23-31. 
19. CFS,Appeal to the Public, 3-4. 
20. Ibid. 
21. See, for example, the Philadelphia House of Refuge, An Appeal to the 
Public on Behalf of A House ofRe.foge for Coloured juvenile Delinquents (Philadel-
phia: T.K. and P.G. Collins, 1846); Hartford Orphan Asylum for Boys, To the 
Citizens of Hartford: A Sketch of the Orphan Asylum for Boys (Hartford: Elihu 
Gear, 1844). 
22. See appendix A, tables 1 and 2. Data on CFS managers were compiled 
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statistics, local histories, church records, and family papers. Data on birthplace are 
available for sixty-one, or 84 percent, of the women; of these, thirty, or 49 percent, 
were from the city or county ofWorcester. Of the remaining thirty-one women, 
eleven were from Massachusetts and three were from other northern states. 
23. See appendix A, table 3. Biographical data were developed from the 
Collection of Worcester Vital Statistics, Worcester Room, Worcester Public 
Library; Emory Washburn, Memoir of Hon. Levi Lincoln (Cambridge, Mass.: 
John Wilson and Son, 1869); William Lincoln and Charles Hersey, History of 
Worcester, Massachusetts, from its Earliest Settlement to September, 1836 (Worces-
ter, Mass.: Charles Hersey, 1862), 202; Thomas R. Navin, The Whitin Machine 
Works since 1831: A Textile Machinery Company in an Industrial Village (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1950),5-20;H.G. Kittredge andA.C. 
Gould, History of the American Card-Clothing Industry (Worcester, Mass.: T.K. 
Earle Manufacturing, 1886), 16-20. 
For the antebellum economy see, for example, Winifred B. Rothenberg, 
"The Emergence of a Capital Market in Rural Massachusetts, 1730-1838," 
journal of Economic History 45 (December 1985): 781-808, and "The Emer-
gence of Farm Labor Markets and the Transformation of the Rural Economy: 
Massachusetts, 1750-1855," journal of Economic History 48 (September 1988): 
537-66; Christopher Clark, The Roots of Rural Capitalism: Western Massachu-
setts, 178D-1860 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990);Jonathan Prude, The 
Coming of Industrial Order: Town and Factory Life in Rural Massachusetts, 181 o-
1860 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
24. The "pepperbox" was reputedly popular with Mississippi riverboat gam-
blers and was referred to in Mark Twain's Roughing It; cited in H.H. Thomas, 
The Story of Allen and Wheelock Firearms (Cincinnati: C.J. Krehbiel, 1965), 1-2; 
George Sumner Barton, A Line of Men One Hundred Years Long: The Story of 
Rice, Barton & Fales, Inc. (Worcester, Mass.: Rice, Barton and Fales, 1937), 20-
23; Worcester Almanac, Directory, and Business Advertiser, for 1845 (Worcester, 
Mass.: Henry J. Howland, 1845), 75; List of Persons Assessed, 25-26. 
25. Rebecca Lincoln Newton, Marcia Knowlton, Fanny Bradley, and Maria 
Morse were the mothers of Hester Newton Wetherell, Sarah Knowlton Brown, 
Maria Bradley Wyman, and Maria Bigelow Morse, respectively. Sarah Griggs 
was the stepmother of Almira Griggs. Fanny Bradley joined the CFS after daugh-
ter Maria Bradley Wyman. 
26. National Aegis, May 23, 1840. Contemporaries often exaggerated the 
equality of the city's economy. Several businesses were quite large and employed 
hundreds of workers; see Charles C. Buell, "The Workers of Worcester: Social 
Mobility and Ethnicity in a New England City, 1850-1880," (Ph.D. diss., New 
York University, 1974), 37-45; Robert]. Kolesar, "Politics and Policy in a De-
veloping Industrial City: Worcester, Massachusetts, in the Late Nineteenth 
Century," (Ph.D. diss., Clark University, 1987), 36-78. 
27. See appendix A, table 4; data compiled from List of Persons Assessed in 
the Town of Worcester. By the late 1840s, the fortunes of those at the top of the 
tax list had grown. An 1849 list of those worth more than $10,000 included 
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category. Moreover, the fortunes of the wealthiest were quite substantial: in 
1850, Ann King Colton's husband was assessed at more than $50,000, Ann 
Buffum Earle's husband was assessed at more than $30,000, and Mary Brown, 
widowed in 1848, was assessed at $25,000; Spy, September 4, 1850. 
28. Spy, April25, 1832; City Ordinance No.14, May 22, 1848, cited in The 
Worcester Almanac, Directory, and Business Advertiser for 1849 (Worcester, Mass.: 
Henry J. Howland, 1849). For analysis of tax assessments, see Edward Pessen, 
"The Egalitarian Myth and the American Social Reality: Wealth, Mobility, and 
Equality in the 'Era of the Common Man,'" American Historical Review 76 
(October 1971): 989-1034. 
29. Peter J. Coleman, Debtors and Creditors in America: Insolvency, Impris-
onment for Debt, and Bankruptcy, 1607-1900 (Madison: State Historical Society 
ofWisconsin, 1974), 287, 285; Edward]. Balleisen, "Vulture Capitalism in An-
tebellum America: The 1841 Federal Bankruptcy Act and the Exploitation of 
Financial Distress," Business History Review 70 (winter 1996): 473-516; the 
statistics ofbusiness failure are from p. 476. Balleisen argues that politicians were 
slow to legislate bankruptcy relief and that the legislation was soon repealed. Paul 
Goodman argued that concern for the social effects of bankruptcy spurred the 
homestead exemption laws in "The Emergence of Homestead Exemption in the 
United States: Accommodation and Resistance to the Market Revolution, 184G-
1880," journal of American History 80 (September 1993): 47G-98. 
30. Christopher Columbus Baldwin, Diary of Christopher Columbus Baldwin, 
1829-1835 (Worcester,Mass.:AmericanAntiquarian Society, 1901), 7, 33, 39; 
Eliza Bancroft Davis (Worcester) to John Davis (Washington, D.C.), undated 
but likely 1832, John Davis Papers, Manuscript Boxes "D," box 1, folder 4, 
Manuscript Collection, AAS; "Valuation List and Assessments for the Year 
1834," Worcester Collection, box 1, folder 3, Manuscript Collection, AAS. 
31. David A. Gerber, "Cutting Out Shylock: Elite Anti-Semitism and the 
OlJest for Moral Order in the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Market Place," Jour-
nal of American History 69 (December 1982): 615-37; Wendy Gamber, "A Pre-
carious Independence: Milliners and Dressmakers in Boston, 186G-1890, "journal of 
Women's History 4 (spring 1992): 6G-88; Jeanne Whitney, "An Art That Re-
quires Capital,'" 52-95. 
32. Franklin P. Rice, The Worcester Book: A Diary of Noteworthy Events in 
Worcester, Massachusetts, from 1657 to 1883 (Worcester, Mass.: Putnam, Davis 
and Company, 1884), 33, 38; National Aegis, September 18, 1850; Spy, Novem-
ber 10, 1847; National Aegis, August 15, 1849; [Clarendon Wheelock], Carls 
Tour in Main Street (Worcester, Mass.: Sanford and Davis, 1888), 17-19; see 
also Toby L. Ditz, "Shipwrecked; or, Masculinity Imperiled: Mercantile Repre-
sentations of Failure and the Gendered Self in Eighteenth-Century Philadel-
phia," journal of American History 81 (June 1994): 51-80. Daniel A. Cohen 
finds that economic failure contributed to a rise in family violence in "Homi-
cidal Compulsion and the Conditions of Freedom: The Social and Psychologi-
cal Origins ofFamilicide in America's Early Republic," journal of Social History 
28 (summer 1995): 725-64. 
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1828-1928 (Worcester, Mass.: WCIS, 1928), 73 n. 1. 
34. For women in business, see Gamber, The Female Economy, Lucy Eversveld 
Murphy, "Business Ladies: Midwestern Women and Enterprise, 185D-1880," 
journal of Women's History 3 (spring 1991): 65-89; for the invention of the 
gendered corporation, see Berthoff, "Conventional Mentality," 753-84. For 
women's legal rights, see Norma Basch, In the Eyes of the Law: Women, Marriage, 
and Property in Nineteenth-Century New York (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1982), especially 15-41, 7D-112. 
35. Stories in the popular press occasionally argued otherwise. In Lydia 
Sigourney's "The Father--An Instructive Sketch," a bankrupt family moves to 
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embroidering, raising flowers, plaiting straw, painting maps, and sewing, the 
women pay off the family's debts and live happily ever after. Although it pre-
sents a highly unlikely solution to economic crisis, the story suggests that women 
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36. Mary C. Todd (Fitchburg, Mass.) to Lucy Chase (Worcester), Decem-
ber 3, 1837, Chase Family Papers, Manuscript Boxes "C," box 1, folder 14, 
Manuscript Collection, AAS; Louisa Jane Trumbull Diary, entry for April16, 
1837, Trumbull Family Papers, Manuscript Boxes "T," box 1, folder 6, Manu-
script Collection, AAS. The recurring panics also produced a body of literature 
that sought to make sense of it all; see Ann Fabian, "Speculation on Distress: 
The Popular Discourse of the Panics of1837 and 1857," Yale journal of Criti-
cism 3 (1989): 127-42. 
37. At least fifteen, or 27 percent, of the husbands of CFS members had 
declared bankruptcy, several more than once; George H. Harvey, Court of Insol-
vency, County of Worcester. Index of Cases and Records, 1838-1897 (Worcester, 
Mass.: n.p., 1897). Because this source covered only Worcester, and because 
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cies is likely greater. Nathaniel Paine, "Random Recollections ofWorcester, 183 9-
1843," Proceedings of the Worcester Society of Antiquity, n.s., 6 (1880), 112; "The 
Lumber Business ofWorcester," Proceedings of the Worcester Society of Antiquity, 
n.s., 5 (1879): 13-33; Chamberlin, "Trade ofWorcester," 27-39,32-33. Carol 
S. Lasser's study of the Salem Female Charitable Society also reveals the eco-
nomic vulnerability of its founders, although Lasser draws different conclusions 
from her data; Lasser, "A 'Pleasingly Oppressive' Burden," 164. 
38. CFS, Thirty-Seventh Annual Report, 4, 96. 
39. Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners, 349-50; see also Charles Olliffe, 
American Scenes: Eighteen Months in the New World, trans. Ernest Falbo and 
Lawrence A. Wilson, (Painesville, Ohio: Lake Erie College Studies, 1964), 3:115. 
40. Palladium, April11, 1849. Residential data were developed from the 
city directories. See appendix A, table 5. 
41. Anthony R. Taylor, Worcester's Architectural Neighborhoods (Worcester, 
Mass.: Worcester Historical Museum, 1984), 5-6,9-13,16-19. 
42. See Frances Trollope's use of the term in Domestic Manners of the Ameri-
cans, 283. 
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riages, and Deaths (Worcester, Mass.: Worcester Society of Antiquity, 1894); the 
vital statistics in the Worcester Room, Worcester Public Library; as well as the 
series of vital statistics ofMassachusetts towns compiled by Franklin P. Rice. 
The figure of 2.8 children per woman is low, given prevailing fertility rates, 
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234 Notes to Pages 174-176 
and held annual public meetings, suggesting a general understanding that the 
society was a public trust. CFS, Third Annual Report, 9. 
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